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foreword

Foreword

Looking at Europe in mid‑2019 it is easy to feel a combination of 
relief and consternation. Relief because the “European Project” 
has weathered some of the most challenging storms it has ever 
faced in the past years. Whether in terms of the eurozone crisis, 
Grexit, migration crisis, the explosion in populism and national‑
ism, the European Union is undoubtedly in a far better state today 
than only a few years back when it was staring down the abyss.

But also consternation because some of the root causes of 
instability in Europe remain unresolved. Populism is still breed‑
ing across the continent with some governments having even 
embraced full‑on illiberalism. The European economy, while 
steadily recovering following the financial crisis, appears to be 
losing steam. And the migration crisis, while it has tapered off 
after its peak in 2016, can easily return with a vengeance as insta‑
bility in the Middle East and North Africa picks up again. On 
top of this, the geopolitical landscape which Europe finds itself 
in is only becoming more fraught with a mercurial and disrup‑
tive Donald Trump in Washington, a revanchist Vladimir Putin in 
Moscow, and an ambitious and revisionist Xi Jinping in Beijing, all 
flexing their muscles at European weakness. 

To understand where Europe is heading, it is vital to revisit 
how Europe ended up where it is today. How Europe was able to 
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cope against the odds, albeit inadequately, with the massive exis‑
tential challenges it has recently been facing. With the recent EU 
elections in the spring of 2019 and a new incoming EU Commis‑
sion, it is also a perfect timing to engage in such intersection. 

A helpful guide to answering the question about what “the 
European moment” is can be found in Bernardo Pires de Lima’s 
new book, The B-Side of Europe. Although countless of books have 
been written about Europe in recent years, few authors have dared 
to step down from their comfortable ivory tower positions to actu‑
ally observe Europe first‑hand. Like a modern‑day Alexis de Toc‑
queville, Pires de Lima travels around the continent, observing and 
making unique and sometimes even profound observations in the 
process. Part travel story, part journal, part political science thesis, 
the book seems to have a broader objective in mind, however: cap‑
turing the European moment and making sense of it. In the process 
of doing so, it weaves in sociology, economics, history, political sci‑
ence and international relations all in one volume. 

The experiment that the author embarked on was ambitious 
– to personally visit each of the 28 European capital cities in the 
space of one year. Not only does the author travel to each of the 
capitals and observe the local dynamics, but he also interviews key 
thinkers there. The fact that he has unique access to a network 
of contacts across the continent means that a plethora of differ‑
ent perspectives are well represented. Collectively, these nuanced 
conversations offer a wealth of wisdom which would otherwise 
be hard to come by. These conversation also help to unpack and 
contextualize otherwise very complex issues in an accessible and 
digestible way. 

Furthermore, the author has clearly done an amazing amount 
of research for each country, ploughing through a diverse set of lit‑
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erature, yet the book never comes across as dull or hard to read. 
But what makes the book an entertaining read is that the author 
is not afraid of voicing his own opinions and drawing conclusions. 
Pires de Lima himself embodies the modern European. On the one 
hand, even though the author’s home country, Portugal, is located 
on the periphery of Europe, it is also a core part of Europe and 
affected by the changes occurring across the continent. This gives 
the author both a unique insider’s perspective, but also the ability 
to take a step back and look at the bigger picture. What is particu‑
larly fascinating about all the country chapters is that while very 
different, each country is still a part of Europe and dealing with the 
question of what it means to be a modern European. 

The book captures and documents the European moment at a 
precious, maybe even existential, moment for the European proj‑
ect. Although there is a danger that a book mostly composed in 
2017‑2018 about Europe could quickly become overrun by cur‑
rent events, The B-Side of Europe has a long shelf life. The author 
observes profound political and social transformations occurring 
across Europe over the past decade and uncovers their meaning 
and relevance. Crucially, the book forebodes many of the issues 
on the European agenda today and likely in the next several years. 

Each country chapter presents unique challenges and perspec‑
tives – yet they all bear similarities in that all countries grapple 
with what it means to be part of the fabric of the modern Euro‑
pean experiment. The book highlights some key themes. First 
among them is the fact that many of the issues facing European 
countries today are mostly economic and social, not merely polit‑
ical. Of course, this makes sense given that the book is written a 
decade after financial crisis, from which Europe is still reeling. 
But it also provides a valuable lesson: namely that the legalistic 



[12]

the b -side of europe

treatment by Germany and the ECB of Italy and Greece helped 
fuel resentment in those countries, resulting in the effects we see 
today. Another key theme is Brexit, which has shaken the Euro‑
pean Union to its core. At the same time, it is clear from most of 
the interviews that the remaining 27 member states in the Union 
seem to have collectively decided to move on despite Britain’s 
departure, as unfortunate as it may be. A third theme is the role of 
the transatlantic dimension. Although the book is about Europe, 
the author keeps coming back to the central role played by the 
United States in many European countries. 

For readers who wish to gain a better understanding of Europe, 
this book is a must read. One only wishes the author will be will‑
ing to embark on a similar project again in a few years and follow 
up on his conversations to see where Europe will be at then.

Erik Brattberg
washington, dc,  

august 27, 2019

Erik Brattberg is director of the Europe Program and a fellow at the Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace in Washington.
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Checkin

The last ten years have created a peculiar kind of anxiety in inter‑
national politics. What once seemed remote became close, what 
was once exotic became familiar, what used to act as a warning 
sign gave way to unpredictability. Since the great financial crisis 
of 2008, we have become more aware of the political and eco‑
nomic interdependence we live in. New political movements 
were created in Europe in response to the crystallisation of tra‑
ditional parties, new communication and working technologies 
pushed old solutions into a corner, and the clash between those 
who wished to embrace this modernity and those who despised 
it brought about political consequences which most of us did not 
see coming.

The confrontation for regional hegemonies, the fight for nat‑
ural resources and climate change have all become manifest on 
an extreme level, and are capable of starting civil wars in North 
Africa and the Middle East, either irreversibly shattering coun‑
tries which used to hold ethnicities together by force, or paving 
the way for bottom‑up revolutions, with or without international 
support, exacerbated by the quick sharing of information and 
state secrets. The voracity of successive western crises uncov‑
ered a clear lack of preparation to anticipate, master and manage 
them with minimum levels of geopolitical quality. The European 
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Union went from the Greek crisis to the refugee crisis in a flash, 
witnessed the Russian invasion in the Ukraine, watched as one 
of its great member states formally asked to leave it, and saw the 
decade out stuck in a triangle of testosterone, personified by the 
figures of Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping.

We are facing a time as fascinating as it is dangerous. Politi‑
cal polarisation has become consolidated between nationalistic 
and cosmopolitan extremes. Mass information and the over‑
whelming power of online scrutiny regarding political action, the 
awareness of finite financial and energy resources, the revision‑
ism of some powers, the various forms of populism, the fine line 
between truth and untruth, the undefinition of the world order, 
the impact of climate change and the lack of knowledge among 
Europeans – all of this defined 2017 as a crucial year for the future 
of the European Union.

After the Dutch general election, there were other important 
elections in countries such as France, Germany, the Czech Repub‑
lic and Bulgaria, the United Kingdom formally asked to leave the 
EU, the consequences of the bailouts in Greece, Ireland and Por‑
tugal continued to be felt, there were demonstrations in Roma‑
nia and democratic reversal in Hungary and Poland, fights for 
independence in Spain and heated regional incompatibilities in 
Belgium, serious threats to security in the Baltic region, chronic 
instability in Italy, dark moments in Denmark and Sweden, inter‑
ests which received little media attention, but which are no less 
important, in Malta, Luxembourg and Slovakia, Croatia and Slo‑
venia escaped the Balkan instability and Cyprus is still divided, as 
it watches Turkey fatally move away from Brussels.

But was it not always enshrined in permanent existential ques‑
tioning that Europeans gradually integrated, following a natural 
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cadence of national rhythms and alliances also imposed by exter‑
nal players? Our worst flaw has been our intoxicating self‑cen‑
tredness, a dangerous militant ethnocentrism which reduces our 
perspective, relevance and influence. That’s why the history of the 
past 60 years cannot be reduced to romanticised lyricisms about 
the “European project”, the “dream of the founding fathers” or 
“European solidarity”. It was a lot cruder, dirtier and more politi‑
cal than that.

*

It was to better understand this context that I decided to write 
this book. Between January and November 2017, I visited all 28 
capital cities in the European Union. In the space of 11 months, 
I took 54 plane trips, four train journeys and two bus rides, and 
walked 350 miles. My goal was to look at Europe through a wide‑
angle lens, during a crucial year, and register the decisive geopo‑
litical moment which the continent was facing from each of its 
capital cities, approaching some of the main domestic debates, 
witnessing the most important decisions, and interviewing coun‑
try leaders from the most diverse segments of society. Seventy‑
seven interlocutors gave me permission to mention their names 
in this book, which owes so much to so many others who I 
crossed paths with, but who, for various reasons, have asked me 
not to reveal their identities. All were vital in helping me under‑
stand better the dilemmas and good fortunes experienced by each 
European political community. I am deeply grateful to them.

When I embarked on this challenge, I defined a few criteria to 
frame my journeys and interviews. From the outset, I was inter‑
ested in finding out the value of my contact network and the way 
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it multiplied, but without wishing to force a particular approach 
or insist on a specific topic of conversation. I wanted to see how 
people embraced my project and how open they were to being a 
part of it. Reactions varied greatly, but the balance has been highly 
rewarding. I benefitted from previous trips, from having worked 
and lived abroad for certain periods, from leadership programmes 
held in Europe, the US and the Middle East. Through these, I had 
met many people who I kept in touch with over the years, many 
of whom had already been flagged at the time as future leaders in 
their respective fields. This book is also about their journey.

Another one of my criteria was to avoid resorting to Portu‑
guese people living abroad. Naturally, in the end I spoke to some, 
but I didn’t want to rely on their readings and interpretations as 
external observers of a certain reality. This might seem paradoxi‑
cal, given that I myself took on that role in each of the capital cit‑
ies I visited, but I needed to set some rules and, as knowledgeable 
as Portuguese emigrants might be of their host countries, nothing 
can replace direct contact with people born in those countries. 
Therefore, I adopted a national principle, preferably balanced 
and multifaceted within professional activities, which might help 
me to understand the problems and challenges of that time.

Furthermore, I chose not to conduct a comprehensive survey 
of all matters related to a particular country. Not only would that 
have been impossible, but it would also have implied more time, 
availability and resources – all conditions I obviously didn’t have 
at my disposal. Therefore, I let the people I spoke to naturally 
explain to me their perspective on the political, economic and 
social moment experienced in each member state, intersecting 
those views with my own interpretations, my prior knowledge 
of the subjects and other available sources. There was something 
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else I tried to avoid in this book: the temptation to tell a story 
retrospectively, in order to fit in with certain arguments or force 
my point of view. All 28 essays were written at the time I was in 
that particular capital city – I merely added a final note to each 
one, where I provide an update of the most significant events that 
took place between that date and the publication of this book in 
its original edition, released in Portugal in May 2018.

Some of the arguments were explored at the time in my weekly 
column, “Jogos sem Fronteiras”, a section on international politics 
I have been writing for the Diário de Notícias newspaper for nearly 
eight years. Other, less political topics were approached on the 
website of the travel magazine Volta ao Mundo. Others still were 
the result of hundreds of participations I made on the Antena 1 
radio station, the RTP TV channel and conferences where I was a 
speaker, both in Portugal and abroad, throughout 2017.

Lastly, I wanted this book to be free from academic con‑
straints, and for the writing to be fluid and analytical, interspers‑
ing journalistic, travel and interpretive styles. And, above all, for 
it to help us see beyond our everyday bubble. As Tzvetan Todorov 
wrote in The Inner Enemies of Democracy, “the worst opponent of 
democracy is the simplification which reduces plurality to singu‑
larity, thus paving the way to disproportion”.
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Athens
january

The city was covered in a white blanket of snow, a sight that 
hadn’t been witnessed in over a decade. The densely‑populated 
valley was slowly winning back its colours, clearly competing with 
the summits of the surrounding hills, promoting the Greek capi‑
tal to a veritable Mediterranean cove. I had already trodden the 
classical Acropolis paths, the narrow alleys connecting Syntagma 
Square to the Monastiraki quarter, intersecting Romanesque and 
Byzantine styles, merging religion with street trade. I didn’t find 
myself in the Athens of unbearable heat and pollution that people 
so often refer to. I didn’t go looking for clichés about Greece, nor 
did I want to limit my interpretation to opinions conveyed by the 
press: I admire Herodotus too much to delve into the history I’m 
experiencing from the comfort of the sofa.

Athens had to be the first of the 28 capital cities for two rea‑
sons. Firstly, because it was the civilizational birthplace of Euro‑
pean cosmopolitan democracy. And secondly, because it was the 
second anniversary of Alexis Tsipras’s election, the pseudo‑rev‑
olutionary politician who, for a while, shook the community’s 
financial orthodoxy. Besides, I wanted to see with fresh eyes 
a city that had been so mistreated by public opinion over the 
years, which had become the scapegoat for all the evils afflict‑
ing a continent which was as adrift as the thousands of refugees 
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who washed ashore, desperately trying to escape Mediterranean 
wars.

The Greek tragedy took on desperate contours, but what 
I saw went beyond that: a city that embraced the sun after the 
storm, that held in anger for as long as it could and then expelled 
it when it had to, that filled bookshops and museums, perfor‑
mances and art festivals, restaurants and outdoor cafés. A city 
that was proud of its ancient history, present in the Benaki and 
Cycladic Art museums, of the imperial, urban, independence bat‑
tles, that turned the anarchist quarter Exarchia into one of the 
most interesting places to flourish. Which was what I did in the 
evening, entering the occupied Polytechnic, listening to the sor‑
rows of those filling the small sullen squares, dining splendidly at 
Ama Lachei.

The artistic and creative vigour of Exarchia kept me focused 
on Athenian culture. Greek political and economic current affairs 
had turned my attention away from other aspects of the crisis. 
It was precisely the cultural crisis which led artists along a new, 
exciting path, freer from governmental spheres, more cosmo‑
politan and outward‑facing. The system of patronage has worked. 
People seek refuge in new art shows, the big spring events, such 
as Documenta 14, create growing excitement and 50,000 foreign 
visitors are expected to attend. The cult nature of Documenta 14 
is also fed by the secrecy of the programme and participating art‑
ists, in a cycle of performances held in the main squares and quar‑
ters of Athens between April and July.

However itinerant these cultural events may be, the Stavros 
Niarchos Foundation has just anchored a new masterpiece of 
modern architecture to the seafront, facing Piraeus. Under the 
tutelage of Renzo Piano, Athens’ most interesting cultural cen‑
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tre will accommodate the national opera and library, grouping 
together archives which are currently spread over several histori‑
cal buildings in the city. I was lucky enough to pay a visit to the 
Niarchos Cultural Centre before it became massively popular, 
together with a group of architects who dissected Piano’s lines, 
especially the way he integrated the green and luminous surround‑
ing area, bringing the public space inside the building into per‑
fect urban harmony. The building has been designed to serve the 
community and to assimilate the surrounding nature by way of a 
public garden connecting the eighth floor to street level. With an 
initial budget of 600 million euros, the Stavros Niarcos Founda‑
tion reflects a vibrant side of Athens which never appears in the 
news, and is not even looked into. There is life beyond finance, 
and culture, when combined with a sustainable tourist industry, 
may well be a worthy way out. This is my Athens: the one that 
recaptures its rightful space.

It was around then that Nicholas Yatromanolakis invited me 
over to his house. We’d met on a long trip around the US, in 2013, 
when we took part in a transatlantic interchange and leadership 
programme under the German Marshall Fund. Nicholas studied 
in Harvard and built a successful career in TV production, but 
he was not spared by the financial crisis and life forced him to 
take an unlikely turn, to which he later attributed the decision he 
made during that American trip: to found a new party in Greece, 
pro‑European and cosmopolitan, able to break down the radi‑
cal nature of the debate starring Syriza, ANEL and especially the 
Golden Dawn, and the bipartisan crystallisation between PASOK 
and the New Democracy. And that’s how To Potami was born.

But his enthusiasm was short‑lived. After achieving good 
results in the June 2014 European election, and establishing itself 
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in the January 2015 general election, this moderate, pro‑European 
party’s agenda didn’t appear new and galvanising enough to stand 
on its own among the electorate, without relying so much on 
those disappointed with PASOK and the New Democracy, espe‑
cially with the former, which dropped from 43.9 per cent in 2009 
to 12.3 per cent in 2012.

Yatromanolakis, To Potami’s campaign director for the Euro‑
pean election and MP candidate for Athens during the 2015 general 
election, identifies the “various strategic errors” and the “rampant 
narcissism” of its leader, Stavros Theodorakis, as the killer com‑
bination which once again relegated To Potami to a fringe with 
little representation in the polls. Today, he says, he would vote 
for the New Democracy, largely as a result of the “charisma” and 
economic programme of Kiryakos Mitsotakis – educated at Stan‑
ford and Harvard, son of Konstantinos Mitsotakis, prime minis‑
ter between 1990 and 1993 – in whom he recognises a “project”, 
“European relations” and a rhetoric aimed at an entrepreneurial 
middle class, namely untethering it from a tax dictatorship – he 
argues for a sharp decrease in income tax for businesses – from 
the bureaucratic maze that inhibits the creation of new compa‑
nies, and from a compromise with budgetary rigour in exchange 
for negotiating greater flexibility with international creditors. 
The truth is that, despite the resilience of the Syriza/ANEL coali‑
tion, the New Democracy is ahead in most of the polls.

The Greek party system has changed since signing the first 
bailout plan in 2010, but the crystallisation of these changes 
remains in question. Over the last seven years, Greece was at 
the centre of the greatest post‑war recessions worldwide, with 
an accumulated drop in the GDP of 27 per cent; unemployment 
rates reaching a spike of 27.3 per cent in 2013; and a government 
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debt equivalent to 180 per cent of the GDP – which remains 
unchanged, in fact. Over four million people faced a situation 
of social exclusion in 2015 (36 per cent of the country’s popula‑
tion), general strikes multiplied, as did episodes of urban violence. 
That’s why anyone walking around Athens will not be surprised 
at the proliferation of unfinished residential buildings: over these 
last few years, bankruptcy in this sector became rife and business 
fell 50 per cent. In the course of five years, Greece signed three 
financial rescue plans with the Troika amounting to 260 billion 
dollars. During the same period, Syriza, a coalition of left‑leaning 
parties which ran for the first time as a single party in the May 
2012 election (16 per cent), came out victorious after a short space 
of time. In that same year, in the new election scheduled for June, 
it went up to 26.9 per cent, and in 2014, it won the European elec‑
tion (26.5 per cent). A few months later, in January 2015, it won 
the majority of votes in yet another general election, with 36.3 per 
cent. It nearly won an absolute parliamentary majority, which it 
then secured with the support of MPs from a nationalist Euros‑
ceptic party, the Independent Greeks (ANEL). Alexis Tsipras is 
the sixth Greek prime minister since 2010.

The unemployment rate is still high (22 per cent), but the 
GDP is growing 1.6 per cent and the primary surplus now exceeds 
the goals set by the Troika. Among the younger population (18‑
24 years old), unemployment reached 47.4 per cent at the end of 
2016 (figures provided by the OECD), the highest in the Euro‑
pean Union. Emigration sparked by the financial crisis has forced 
430,000 Greeks to leave the country since 2010, mostly young 
graduates. Within the banking sector, through the Hellenic 
Financial Stability Fund, the state became a shareholder in the 
country’s four main banks, and a majority shareholder in three of 
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them, revealing the state of health, liquidity and the limits to cir‑
culation of capital in the sector, as well as the effects on compa‑
nies’ activities, and exposing the serious problem with the level 
of toxic assets, estimated to be around one hundred billion euros, 
roughly three times as much as in Portugal. Aristotelia Peloni, 
a political journalist at the Kathimerini, tells me she feels that, at 
the start of this year, there is a “mix of social apathy and unbridled 
rage”. Against whom? “Against Alexis Tsipras”, the prime minister 
who got himself elected because of his stand against the Troika, 
but who has diligently met the goals agreed with the country’s 
creditors.

Emmanuela Truli, a legal expert and professor at the University 
of Athens, shares her opinion. To her, Greece is living in a sort of 
“systemic and existential deadlock: if it’s true that the traditional 
parties were jointly responsible for leading the country into the 
financial crisis, the alternatives presented by the Syriza/ANEL 
coalition have not greatly improved the situation. Much time was 
lost with the egocentric eccentricity of the former finance minis‑
ter, Yannis Varoufakis; many electoral promises turned out to be 
lies; and there was a deliberate strategy on Tsipras’s part to split 
society over the 2015 referendum, in order to draw attention away 
from internal political failings”.

Aristotelia Peloni believes that “Varoufakis’s political behav‑
iour and the disastrous referendum overturned all of that, forced 
the implementation of capital controls and cost the country two 
years as well as tens of billions of euros. Now, at last, the coun‑
try has gone back to where it was at the end of 2014 and the 
economy is growing again; slowly, but growing nonetheless”. 
With the EU’s economy growing for the sixth consecutive year, 
Greece should be in a much better position than it actually is. 
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But confidence in the country has been deeply shaken and inves‑
tors, just like creditors, know that Syriza does not believe in the 
structural reforms needed to make the country competitive. 
The administrative bureaucratic maze is one of the problems 
with no solution in sight and the Troika was not able to improve 
the system. Tax evasion is still high, and the justice, health and 
education systems are still deficient. Some important economic 
projects are still at a standstill, such as the urban development of 
the Athens south area, in Elliniko, or the large investment in the 
North of Greece by the Canadian group Eldorado Gold, in the 
mining sector, estimated at around three billion euros, which 
would create over 2500 job vacancies. It appears that there are 
areas in Greece beyond reform, even under exceptional mea‑
sures imposed externally.

Emmanuela Truli holds a pragmatic view of Tsipras: “The gov‑
ernment has shown remarkable resilience. He has latched on to 
power and its parliamentary group appears to have no difficulty 
in passing supplementary austerity measures which, in theory, are 
completely against what they believe in. So it is possible that they 
will remain in power until the end of the term, in the summer of 
2019. However, Tsipras may choose to hold an election in the sum‑
mer of 2018, when the current and final bailout is completed, in 
order to capitalise on the narrative that ‘Greece is out of the bailout 
period’. Or he may be forced to hold early elections, if the justice 
system decides to look into the conduct of the leader of Syriza’s 
coalition partner, ANEL. The reality is that they have both dis‑
played some of the worst cases of favouritism which also perme‑
ated previous governments, thus losing any moral authority.”

In the midst of social and economic turmoil, the Greeks 
watched as over one million refugees landed on their coastline, 
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in a desperate attempt to escape civil war in Syria, Libya and Iraq, 
the perpetual Afghan conflict, the bloodthirsty purges in Ethio‑
pia, Sudan and Somalia, and drowned in Mediterranean waters, 
which became a burial ground for hundreds of thousands of peo‑
ple. In Athens, the refugee crisis created a double political nar‑
rative: those who rode the identity wave to capitalise politically 
on an aggressive anti‑refugee stance (Golden Dawn, ANEL); and 
those who were not able to manage this wave and who added a 
new element of culpability to the EU’s chaotic management. 
I spoke to Dinos Machairas, who runs Organization Earth using a 
different business model from traditional NGOs, with company 
or football club owners as patrons and founders, resting on prin‑
ciples which are not anticapitalistic, defending a trilogy based on 
the environment, sustainable development and a shift towards 
social economy. Basically, they wish to facilitate a transformation 
in practices, as opposed to their implosion; they wish to change 
the energy framework, as opposed to antagonising its stakehold‑
ers; they wish to alter the behaviour of a middle class impover‑
ished by the crisis, in order to lay down solid behavioural roots 
with a long‑lasting effect on the economy.

Besides, they witnessed the humanitarian aspect first‑hand, 
especially when over five thousand refugees arrived at Piraeus 
Port in 2015, lacking basic conditions of dignity, in a part of town 
not far from the head office where we sit for coffee today. Orga‑
nization Earth was instrumental in securing aid and establishing 
contact with port authorities (almost entirely run by the Chi‑
nese) and the City Council. It even developed programmes for 
integrating refugees into society through courses, professional 
training and sport. I was impressed with their methods and 
pragmatism.
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Aristotelia Peloni regards 2017 as “the year in which Tsipras 
will have to manage expectations”, as a result of Syriza’s drop in 
the polls, the German election results and the New Democracy’s 
increasing popularity. Tsipras wants a clean exit, like Portugal and 
Ireland experienced, and he will not deviate from that goal when 
the Troika conducts its next review of the inflow of liquid funds 
stipulated in the financial assistance programme. One of Syriza’s 
main pillars is to keep a more or less unified pensioner elector‑
ate basis, comprised of around one million Greeks, by protect‑
ing it from the direct consequences of commitments made to the 
Troika. Peloni goes as far as to say that “Tsipras only addresses his 
constituents, civil servants and pensioners. Syriza has become a 
party of the establishment”.

Kyriakos Pierrakakis, a former adviser to PASOK governments, 
currently runs all research conducted at Dianeosis, a recently‑
founded Athens think tank, aimed at influencing key public poli‑
cies. With an available budget which would make many institutes 
of a richer Europe envious, and which provides it with financial 
stability for the next three years, it benefitted from a sole open‑
ing donation from Dimitris Daskalopoulos, a Greek magnate 
who made his fortune in the food industry and one of the world’s 
top art collectors, head of the Neon Foundation. Dianeosis has 
focused mainly on taxation, innovation, energy, immigration and 
poverty, and it conducted some of the best surveys on public opin‑
ion, including European issues. It is very interested in Portuguese 
politics and in some parallel elements it identifies between the two 
bailout programmes. It overtly points out “the lack of a consoli‑
dated economic strategy in Greece and the need to swiftly imple‑
ment the Troika’s plan, even if done in a harsh manner, in order to 
exit the programme as soon as possible”. Officially, the scheduled 
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date is August 2018, and there is no indication that it will happen 
sooner. However, that is not the most relevant issue.

On the one hand, how sustainable is Tsipras’s government? 
Pierrakakis recognises the prime minister “as a good campaign 
politician, but terrible at government coordination and manage‑
ment”, both of which he finds chaotic. Despite this, he has man‑
aged to fundamentally maintain an alliance with ANEL, largely 
due to the stable relationship achieved with the military. As a 
senior official in the Defence Ministry admitted to me, “Minis‑
ter Kammenos respects the uniform, and is therefore respected, 
even if nobody likes Tsipras”. In other words, at the next election, 
Greece might have been the first country to elect a populist party, 
but also the first to vote to oust it.

On the other hand, there is a growing anti‑euro sentiment 
which has become palpable over the last two years, even from 
unsuspected pro‑European corners. Eurobarometer results point 
to 32 per cent of the population who think negatively about being 
a part of the EU, more than double the European average (14 
per cent). As has become the norm, and Tsipras is no exception 
to this, the responsibility for failure is attributed to foreign fac‑
tors and the end of the bailout programme may stipulate electoral 
conditions in a way that best suits Syriza. Will Tsipras favour early 
elections if he manages to reach an agreement with the Troika for 
new debt relief? In principle, Greece might come out of the bail‑
out programme with a financial cushion that will last 18 months, 
agree an interest rate below what is being paid by other bailed out 
countries, including Portugal, and thus take the pressure off the 
next few years. The bigger question will come later, when the need 
for annual funding becomes pressing. The idea on the table would 
involve changing the conditions of debt payment according to the 
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GDP growth rate. If Tsipras is able to negotiate an agreement of 
this kind, he will be able to manage that achievement and com‑
bine it with a hypothetical “clean exit”, as was the case in Portugal 
and Ireland. At that point, he will be able to gauge his popularity 
in the polls, and potentially call for early elections.

In any case, it is unclear how Greece might manage a “clean 
exit” from its third bailout. There is no guarantee of conditions 
for market funding, at least not without financial assistance. The 
spread on government bonds is still high, and investors are not 
yet truly convinced of the reach secured by internal reforms. At 
the same time, no one in the eurozone wants to see rash actions 
which might reverse the Greek framework and lead to a fourth 
bailout. And as there will likely be some money left over from the 
third bailout, it might act as a safety net in case it becomes dif‑
ficult for Greece to access the markets: for example, as a line of 
credit with imposed conditions and overseeing the pace of struc‑
tural reforms.

At the start of the crisis, the tools at our disposal today, such 
as the European Stability Mechanism, simply did not exist, nor 
was the European Central Bank willing to play the determinis‑
tic role it does today when it intervenes in bond markets. We 
were all just improvising solutions and, bearing in mind that 
politics always takes the central role, these solutions were usu‑
ally second best. In Greece, it was difficult to convince people 
that change was necessary, that nothing could remain the same. 
In Germany and other Northern European countries, it was dif‑
ficult to convince tax payers that the best way to protect the 
euro was to help Greece and other countries facing financial dif‑
ficulties. Therefore, everybody made mistakes, everybody took 
too long to act, and the cost was higher than would have been 
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necessary. But the ultimate disaster was averted: the disintegra‑
tion of Europe.

Another angle connecting the crisis to alternative approaches 
to European management is related to the American factor or, to 
be more precise, its absence. The traditional proximity between 
Athens and Moscow, now made more evident because of the 
admiration both Tsipras and Kammenos have for Vladimir Putin, 
was enough to make Washington wary. If we add to that the posi‑
tion adopted by the Obama administration to solve the American 
financial crisis, which was different from the management chosen 
by the eurozone orthodoxy, it becomes easy to understand why 
several of the people I spoke to were surprised (and even angry) at 
the lack of American initiative to shape the Greek situation dif‑
ferently. At the moment, as Trump takes office, the scarce hope 
that Hillary Clinton offered has just turned to dust.

The truth is that Washington had already diffidently alerted 
to the fact that Germany’s model was excessively focused on 
exports, that it breached community rules (a threshold of 6 per 
cent of the GDP for external surplus), it impinged on the recov‑
ery of countries in extreme situations, and it didn’t develop the 
internal market, deregulating the service sector, increasing sala‑
ries or investing in infrastructures. More recently, the United 
States Secretary of the Treasury, Jack Lew, after a meeting with 
his Greek counterpart, Euclid Tsakalotos, was a little more asser‑
tive in his approach: “I am not going to take a hard view on where 
Greece and the institutions should end up, except that in the end 
it has to work.” He even stated that a restructuring of the Greek 
debt should be one of the solutions. This means that the Obama 
administration followed the eurozone crisis closely, and took a 
different stance from the stricter group of creditors (Germany, 
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the Netherlands and Finland, to name a few), but it never found a 
decisive voice to influence and accelerate alternative community 
mechanisms to solve the crisis.

At the same time, there is another front of intermittent ten‑
sion in Greece which remains unchanged – the one which con‑
nects Athens to Turkey’s interest in the shared island of Cyprus. 
While I’m in Athens, the Greek Cypriot president Nicos Anas‑
tasiades, and his Turkish Cypriot counterpart, Mustafa Akinci, 
are meeting in Geneva for negotiations mediated by the UN Sec‑
retary‑General, the recently elected António Guterres. There is 
some expectation that the parties involved will reach a political 
compromise, as it is public knowledge that they have been engag‑
ing in discussions for the last 19 months, but it’s a tenuous hope. 
Several analysts have told me that no Greek political leader will 
waste too much time negotiating if they don’t anticipate condi‑
tions offered by the other side to reach a solution which does not 
encumber the Hellenic state, and which does not involve reducing 
the Turkish Mediterranean geostrategic arc. A military source who 
is well placed in the negotiation process confirmed to me that, in 
the current framework of European relations with Ankara, there 
will be little room for negotiation and the chances of failure are 
obvious. At stake are still the creation of a joint administration 
of the island, the amount paid in compensation to those affected 
by expropriation, the vast sums needed to address issues of infra‑
structures, unemployment and public services, not to mention the 
fate of the 35,000 Turkish troops stationed on the island since the 
1974 invasion. With a crisis to address at home, Tsipras is unlikely 
to endorse the Cyprus question with great political capital, espe‑
cially when tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean are running 
high with the potential for natural gas exploration in the area. 
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This also makes the Turkish president, Erdogan, even more intran‑
sigent regarding a change in the Cyprus agenda which might be 
unfavourable to Turkish interests in the region.

In short, we might say that, even though “Grexit” is no lon‑
ger widely used in the European lexicon, the issues caused by the 
political management of the Greek crisis are still very much pres‑
ent, and the revanchism against Brussels might even return in full 
force once the third bailout comes to an end. The various clashing 
identity fronts in Greece and its neighbouring countries are far 
from settled. Athens is still at the heart of the European faith in 
its democracy, institutions and geopolitics.

*

Post Scriptum: Throughout the year, Greece successfully overcame 
the Troika reviews, and therefore managed to get Grexit off the 
radar. Tsipras shows no signs of planning to hold a referendum on 
keeping the euro, holding on to growing opposition to the single 
currency in order to risk splitting society again as a move to save 
his political position. He shows no signs of this, but one can never 
be too careful with revolutionaries. Besides, Greece is exposed 
to multiple regional dangers, even if it did benefit from better 
community coordination in terms of refugee policies and from 
the “brakes” put on the migratory wave by the agreement made 
between the EU and Turkey. Nevertheless, none of the Mediterra‑
nean conflicts has been resolved, and thousands of people are still 
perishing on that fateful sea crossing, escaping to an abyss which 
appears to have no end.
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Dublin
january

I arrive in Dublin on the week when Donald Trump is sworn into 
office at the Capitol. I am, therefore, in full transatlantic mode, and 
have not yet recovered from the shock experienced in Washington 
on the night of 8 November 2016. At the beginning of this new year, 
with the uncertainties expected in the Netherlands, France and 
Germany, the truth is that Ireland is precisely the country at the 
centre of the nationalist axis which has been electorally reinforced 
in the West: on one side, the British government, coming to grips 
with Brexit; on the other, the American administration, led by the 
least qualified president in living memory. And, since the USA is 
Ireland’s most important non‑European ally, my first thought is to 
take stock of Barack Obama’s terms in office.

Some say that Obama was more of a speechwriter than a presi‑
dent. I disagree with this verdict. He was not only an extraordi‑
nary political orator but a good president too. The reality is that 
few American leaders in recent history were forced to decide on 
so many structural issues in order to save their country and to 
maintain international dominance. Was he right more often than 
wrong? In my opinion, yes. And will his right and wrong decisions 
have a lasting effect? Probably not: Trump has been elected to 
wipe them out and, therefore, we might never be able to grasp the 
true impact of some of Obama’s decisions.
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I should say I was not part of the general excitement felt in 
2008. And for a conscious reason: it wasn’t that I had any sort of 
antipathy towards Obama, but I was very aware of the monster 
he had inherited and the constraints his position brought with it. 
Today, after eight years analysing his trajectory, his decisions and 
his behaviour on an almost daily basis, and having travelled and 
lived in the US, I am genuinely sorry that Obama is not eligible 
for a third term. It might mean we would not have Trump, but 
above all it would give him enough time to correct and consoli‑
date some of his decisions.

The trait I found most impressive in Obama was his skilful 
rhetoric and narrative. From the start of the 2008 primaries, an 
aura of personal, historic and liturgical uniqueness enveloped his 
speech: Hillary’s unlikely opponent, the first African American 
president, prophetic rhetoric. Obama revolutionised the manner 
of campaigning, inspiring nearly ten million new voters to head to 
the polls, using simple sentences efficiently and without resorting 
to argumentative populism or catastrophic hysteria. By contrast, 
Trump was basic in order to reach the bases, impulsive in order 
to exploit the impulsive, manipulative in order to capitalise on 
society’s unbridled rage. Those who argue that Obama and Trump 
share a similar nature – populistically redemptive – have not yet 
comprehended the 2008 election, the differences between popu‑
lar messages, and the distinction between populism and popular‑
ity. The Obama and Trump campaigns were as different as chalk 
and cheese, and each one’s ideas are as distinct as day and night: 
the Americas that the former and latter represent are, therefore, 
diametrically opposed.

In my view, the highlight of Obama’s speeches was his Nobel 
Peace Prize acceptance speech in 2009, written by his own hand. 
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That text reflects the politician’s intellectual gravitas, the impor‑
tance he attaches to the liturgy of the word, his awareness of the 
“poisoned chalice” he was presented with, and his courage in men‑
tioning the word “war” over 40 times in front of an audience of 
pacifists. If there is one merit we should recognise in him, it is the 
fact that he handled political discourse with great skill, renewed 
an interest in its reach, and ensured its quality at all times. This 
school and doctrine will sadly be abolished at the White House 
after 20 January.

After the word, comes action. The first step in assessing 
Obama is to recognise the burden which affected his exercise of 
power. When Bush entered the White House, Clinton had left a 
surplus in the Treasury; when Obama took office, as well as two 
long, fateful and tremendously expensive wars, the unemploy‑
ment rate had reached ten per cent, panic in the banking system 
was shaking the country to its core, and the economy faced a 
kind of distress such as hadn’t been witnessed in decades. After 
eight years, the federal deficit has dropped from 9.8 per cent to 
2.8 per cent, the private sector has created 12 million new jobs, 
and unemployment is down to five per cent. On top of this, he 
extended healthcare to 20 million adults and 3 million children, 
there wasn’t a single episode marring his image or his family’s, he 
achieved an unlikely agreement in Paris about climate change, 
secured energy independence for his country, fought hard for 
commercial treaties with wide geopolitical reach, forged impor‑
tant bilateral relations (Burma, Iran, Cuba) and, contrary to the 
predictions of some, he never disengaged America from Europe. 
Was it enough? It never is.

Obama’s big mistake was the fact that he didn’t lower his ini‑
tial expectations. Both human and political natures need a degree  
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of scepticism in order to succeed. The excessive external optimism 
that permeated his first years in office (especially regarding Rus‑
sia and the Middle East), the complacency with Russian revision‑
ism towards European politics, the management of post‑war Libya, 
a lack of understanding of the effects caused by a strategic with‑
drawal from Europe and the Levant region, and the missed oppor‑
tunity to manage the European financial crisis differently are some 
of his failures. On the domestic front, he was unable to implement 
gun law reforms, to control the anti‑immigrant and racist senti‑
ment, and to obtain absolute peace among Democrats after 2008. 
Could he have done more? Of course he could have. But American 
politics are not just played in the White House, and Congress nearly 
always remained an immovable stumbling block, interested only 
in riding the growing national polarisation, stoking the fire rather 
than helping to put it out. This strategy is what has led to Trump.

But let’s return to Ireland. Trump is the main discussion topic; 
the front pages of newspapers reveal the inauguration of the new 
American president and political commentary ranges from a 
complete rejection of his agenda to incredulity at what is deemed 
a political anomaly representing great danger to the rest of the 
world. This is certainly not accidental, given that an important 
part of the extended Irish identity is inseparable from US history. 
For that reason, they follow the events to the second. I can’t resist 
the temptation to analyse, for RTP [the Portuguese public service 
broadcaster], from Dublin the possible signs of Trump’s foreign 
policy towards Europe and Asia, in an intervention which also 
attempts to find some rationality in Ireland’s role as an interme‑
diary between London and Washington.

Meanwhile, Theresa May was the first head of state to be 
hosted by Donald Trump, but what she ended up doing wasn’t 
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reinforcing the “special relationship” status between the UK and 
the US, but exposing three glaring weaknesses. Firstly, by hurry‑
ing to present an apology to the American president after several 
members of the Conservative Party had sent him a few “gifts” 
throughout his campaign, starting with calling him “ignorant” 
and going down from there. One of the most audible came from 
the current secretary of state for Foreign Affairs, Boris Johnson. 
Secondly, by welcoming Mr Trump’s public affection so quickly 
after he had shown a particular preference for Nigel Farage, whose 
name he suggested for ambassador in Washington, or when they 
consented to be photographed together with their thumbs up. 
According to Theresa May’s logic, the main internal disputes are 
no longer against the Labour Party, but against UKIP, and she is 
aware that personal empathy has been at the heart of the “special 
relationship’s” history: May eventually admits that Farage has the 
upper hand in the relationship with the new American adminis‑
tration. Thirdly, by once again showing urgency in a bilateral trade 
agreement which may, no doubt along with others celebrated in 
the future, make up for leaving the European single market. It is 
worth writing a little more on this issue.

Once again, Theresa May has shown she presents no solid alter‑
native to leaving the EU, in a sequence of events which included her 
speech about Brexit, her intervention at Davos, and the decision 
made by the British Supreme Court to make the formal request to 
exit the EU dependent on Parliament. In London, May assumed 
the principle of complete and swift disengagement. The question 
will be how to achieve the former and if the latter will be guar‑
anteed, because one will determine the extent of economic and 
financial losses suffered in the process, and the other will affect 
the formal freedom to celebrate bilateral trade agreements.
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At Davos, the prime minister spoke of a “global United King‑
dom”, “defender of free trade”, both phrases very much aligned 
with the Chinese president’s speech. However, that being the 
case, how can one reconcile the interests of this universalist 
United Kingdom with Trump’s “America first”? If London is des‑
perately seeking alternatives to the EU’s profitable single mar‑
ket, it is valid to question whether Trump’s administration may 
be the most advantageous partner at the negotiating table. And, 
in accordance with the deadlines for leaving the EU, if May fails 
to offer a credible alternative, to show bilaterally‑negotiated 
gains (violating treaties and breaking with the reservation point 
in negotiation), and to stop the displacement of companies and 
services, not only will her job be at risk, but she will undermine 
the Brexit route favoured by the Conservative government. Tak‑
ing into account Trump’s strategy on trade – ruthless, inflexible, 
always victorious – May will find it difficult to ever present a 
future bilateral agreement as successful and to establish the UK 
geopolitically post‑EU. Paradoxically, if Trump publicly spares no 
compliments to Brexit, in practice he might well be the one to dig 
its grave – provided he is still in office when the exit is officially 
completed, and that London is able to, also legally, sign bilateral 
trade agreements.

I’m assuming that Trump really wants Brexit to happen while 
he is in office, in time for him to offer London a deal as a via‑
ble escape from the EU. Basically, he wants to encourage Euro‑
pean disintegration, promoting bilateral agreements which are 
invariably more beneficial to Washington. To divide in order to 
conquer, with utter disregard for Europe’s history. This scenario 
is not unlikely, but it offers no guarantees that a deal with Lon‑
don will be better for the British than for the Americans. In fact, 
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Trump is unlikely to present his voters with a trade deal which is 
short of a total victory for the Americans, under penalty of spark‑
ing a wave of opposition against him, punishing the Republicans 
in next year’s Congress election and even calling into question his 
own re‑election.

For all these reasons, overturning this scenario of western dis‑
solution implies actively promoting May’s failure and reversing 
Brexit. So that the United Kingdom can remain in the EU and 
Trump’s strategy may be defeated. In order to achieve this, all 
efforts should be focused on breaking with the European election 
cycles, proving that pro‑EU, pro‑NATO and pro‑globalisation 
candidates are capable of defeating nationalists. This will legiti‑
mise a pragmatic framework for reforms which may breathe new 
life into the European debate, adding density to a cooperation 
now led by politicians with reinforced legitimacy, in a way that 
will not only put the Orbáns of present‑day Europe in their place, 
but also project more credibility and weight externally, at a time 
when it is absolutely crucial that we decide the type of Europe we 
wish to be in: one of cosmopolitanism or nationalism, cohesion or 
disintegration, prosperity or exclusion, strategy or voluntarism. 
Portugal, which hosted the Southern EU countries summit yes‑
terday, must not hesitate for one second. Nor must Ireland.

A small‑scale London: that’s how I’ve always seen Dublin at 
first glance. Later, I realised it was more than that. It has its own 
soul, its own independent life, a special appeal. A mix of quiet‑
ness and unruliness, melancholy and shock. How can its classical 
urban sprawl and such ethnographic diversity produce so many 
quality writers, so many examples of ground‑breaking literature, 
so many good painters? Was it the fact that it is small, insular, and 
so close to London that encouraged so many to leave it behind, 
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either later returning to it or not, but making that journey a per‑
manent commitment to art, creativity and interpretative free‑
dom? Not many capital cities can boast of being the birthplace 
of authors such as James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, George Bernard 
Shaw, W. B. Yeats and Oscar Wilde. If we add to these a few more 
dozens of household names, we realise that UNESCO had no 
alternative but to designate Dublin as a “city of literature”, a title 
that is rather more suited to Dublin than to many other places 
included on that list.

That’s why my first impulse was to walk along O’Connell 
Street up to Trinity College, in search of quality bookshops, get‑
ting lost in the bookshelves at Hodges Figgis, founded in the 13th 
century, Books Upstairs, Connolly Books or Winding Stair. How‑
ever, my biggest surprise wasn’t found in any of the street‑facing 
bookshops, but in a place on Hugh Lane – the Municipal Gallery 
of Modern Art, which is really worth a visit, and where there is a 
bookshop filled with books priced at less than five euros, includ‑
ing the nearly complete works of Joyce, Wilde, Swift, and even 
George Orwell and John Banville. It was in this gallery that my 
biggest Dublin surprise appeared unannounced, precisely at the 
time when there are usually two or three musicians sitting in 
the gallery’s foyer playing Bach, Mertz, Chopin or Liszt: Francis 
Bacon’s chaotic studio.

An Irish painter defined by Picasso’s strokes, Soutine’s expres‑
sionism, Eisenstein’s lens – and by his travels to London, Paris and 
Berlin in the first quarter of the 20th century, three cities devas‑
tated by war and post‑Imperialist decline – Bacon now has the 
more than two thousand objects included in this studio meticu‑
lously catalogued and digitised, so that we are able to interpret 
his work practices and his creative methods. What stands out 
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the most is the atmosphere of quiet chaos, the piles of cans of 
paint, brushes, disorderly canvases, pictorial experiments on the 
walls, painted as apparently uncoherent composition exercises, 
but following a logic journey in the artist’s mind. Bacon’s studio 
impressed me a great deal, and it invited me to visit his mind‑
scape through the colours, the confusion and the construction of 
a strong identity. Just like the one I found in Dublin.

I sat in a café near Parliament while I waited for Pat Leahy, 
the Irish Times political editor and author of the famous book The 
Price of Power: Inside Ireland’s Crisis Coalition (2013). As I opened 
the newspaper, I came across an article he’d written about a book 
launch scheduled for that same evening at University College, to 
be presented by the former governor of the Central Bank, Pat‑
rick Honohan. It was a book edited by three academics, William 
K. Roche, Philip J. O’Connell and Andrea Prothero, Austerity 
and Recovery in Ireland: Europe’s Poster Child and the Great Recession 
(2016), collecting various contributions whose research culmi‑
nates in a politically incorrect argument for a country that had 
just come out of a bailout programme under the Troika: the aus‑
terity measures imposed by the rescue plan were necessary in 
order to redress Irish public finances, but they were not responsi‑
ble for the country’s quick economic recovery. The authors argue 
that the latter was mostly due to the characteristics of the export 
industry, the economic recovery of Ireland’s principal external 
markets (the United Kingdom and the US), the measures imple‑
mented by the European Central Bank and the attractive tax sys‑
tem traditionally offered by the country. Naturally, the Irish crisis 
was in large part caused by the banking system, which then suf‑
fered the brunt of corrective measures. But despite that, and per‑
haps because the “reforms” imposed externally left the Welfare 
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State and the justice and health systems practically untouched, 
there were no social uprisings of the type witnessed in Greece, 
even if the “brain drain” had left Ireland bereft of talent for some 
time. However, the fact that Ireland is, structurally speaking, an 
open economy with endogenous conditions to overcome interna‑
tional crises which impact it internally, it saw many of its young 
people return, and even attracted many others after it managed a 
clean bailout exit.

Pat Leahy recognised this argument, but the issue he was con‑
cerned about wasn’t related to the financial crisis, but rather the 
chaotic steering of Brexit by Theresa May’s government. The 
United Kingdom is scheduled to leave the EU in April 2019, and 
the line separating Northern Ireland from the Republic of Ire‑
land is the only land border (apart from a small 1.2‑kilometre strip 
in Gibraltar) between the EU and the United Kingdom. In Dub‑
lin, nobody knows what will happen after the split.

Unlike what happened in England and Wales, Northern Irish 
constituents predominantly (56 per cent) voted against Brexit. In 
the areas near the border, the percentage was even higher: nearly 
two thirds voted to keep the UK in the European Union. Two 
decades of peace in Northern Ireland brought economic growth 
and an increasingly strong bond between the people on either 
side of the border, which sees 177,000 lorries and 1.85 million cars 
cross it every month. A third of Northern Irish exports are des‑
tined for the Republic of Ireland, and nearly 50 million litres of 
milk cross the border every month. Guinness beer, produced in 
Dublin, is driven in long tanker trucks to be bottled in Belfast, 
and then driven back to the Republic of Ireland.

The border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of 
Ireland often and unceremoniously cuts across bridges, farms and 
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grazing fields. It cuts villages and parishes in half between the 
unionist community (Protestant, mostly in Northern Ireland) and 
the nationalist and republican community (Catholic). Unionists, 
who predominantly live in urban areas, want to keep the histori‑
cal link to the UK. The nationalist community, on the other hand, 
defend that the province should be integrated into the Republic 
of Ireland, and tend to live in rural areas nearer the border. After 
a conflict which killed nearly 3500 people between 1969 and 1998, 
the year when the Belfast Agreement (or Good Friday Agree‑
ment) was signed, the return of a border, complete with British 
armed guards and customs control, does not bode well.

In the island of Ireland, the great shift began with the creation 
of a European single market in January 1993, when free circulation 
of goods was implemented – as well as the consequent abolition of 
border checks – between EU member states. The following year, 
the IRA announced a ceasefire, the first step in a series of peace‑
making measures which would culminate in signing the Belfast 
Agreement. Little by little, customs were dismantled, and check 
points, barbed wire and watch towers disappeared. At present, it 
is possible to cross the border between Northern Ireland and the 
UK freely at over 200 official points. However, for the British, 
the border is (or was) a security matter – a physical form of pro‑
tection, but also proof of the political and cultural identity of the 
Protestant majority living in the North.

In the 2016 referendum, 44 per cent of Northern Irish constit‑
uents voted in favour of Brexit. Even though it is a minority result 
in the overall province, it reflects the sentiment among unionists, 
who saw this scrutiny as an opportunity to reaffirm the division 
and their non‑Irish, British pride. To the Irish, the border was 
(and is) an artificial and temporary demarcation line imposed by 
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foreigners. Thanks to Brexit, this is the first time in 20 years that 
the reunification of Ireland is back on the table.

Nobody really knows what’s going to happen with Brexit. 
Some suggest keeping a soft or open border – such as the one 
which currently exists – but with new border checks to be imple‑
mented at airports and sea ports connecting Ireland to the UK. 
Others propose the concept of an “electronic border” between 
the two states. None of these solutions, however, will prevent 
smugglers, refugees or immigrants – one of the “scourges” most 
brandished by Brexit campaigners – from easily entering North‑
ern Irish territory and crossing a border which, after 2019, will be 
the only extensive land border between the European Union and 
the United Kingdom.

Pat Leahy goes even further to present a possibility which has 
not been widely discussed in public: if the negotiations are det‑
rimental to Ireland and the final agreement does not benefit its 
economy, it is worth considering a scenario where Ireland will 
also leave and be included in a free trade zone along with the UK 
and others. It is well worth considering a pessimistic scenario, 
not least because it usually helps to speed up sensible decisions, 
although, at the moment, the situation is being followed in Ire‑
land to the second, with a broad internal political base vying for 
remaining, keeping the euro and reaching a good deal.

But there is another debate back on the table: the one about 
uniting Ireland. As I walked along the streets around the house 
where Oscar Wilde once lived, I noticed a poster advertising 
a Sinn Féin conference which was due to occur an hour later. 
I hadn’t planned for this, but the programme was irresistible: 
Gerry Adams, the legendary republican leader, was the keynote 
speaker. Within ten minutes I was at the door to the event and 
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the queue of people went around the block. I took a chance. 
It was an important moment and an iconic location: Mansion 
House, where Parliament gathered for the first time to declare 
Ireland’s independence in 1919. The room was full of members 
of congress from different generations and several policy papers 
were handed out. When Gerry Adams went up on stage, I under‑
stood the cadence of the former IRA member’s charisma: the 
silence that filled the room while he walked up to the lectern 
gave way to an effusive standing ovation. Adams’ firm timbre 
punctuated the powerful statements that excited the audience. 
He thanked Martin McGuinness, his historic partner who had 
recently renounced the deputy prime minister role for health 
reasons (he later died on 21 March), paving the way for early elec‑
tions on 2 March. His speech focused heavily on those “made 
vulnerable by the financial crisis”, on the “irresponsible way in 
which many politicians are trying to reach them”, and “against 
an elitist imperialism which sows the seeds of sectarianism and 
division among the Irish”. Adams points to a united Ireland as 
a roadmap which is even more relevant today, with the existing 
inequality and separate economic systems, but especially when 
facing the challenges posed to the unity of the United Kingdom 
and its international inclusion.

The words of Gerry Adams overflow with Irish identity, an 
expression which is repeatedly mentioned, not as a xenophobic 
remark, as it might be perceived in other European locations – 
Pat Leahy emphasises the tolerance towards immigrants before 
the crisis, nearly half a million eastern Europeans, many of whom 
came to work in the construction sector – but as compensation 
in response to a decision made mostly by the English and which, 
ultimately, may represent a reversal in the Northern Irish peace 



[46]

the b -side of europe

process. Adams goes even further, fearing a form of erratic dam‑
age control by Theresa May’s government: the possibility of 
Northern Ireland being given a special status by the EU in order 
to mitigate as much as possible the damaging effects caused by 
reinstating the border with the Republic of Ireland. According to 
studies presented at Sinn Féin’s convention, Irish reunification 
would mean 35‑billion‑euro growth in the economy within eight 
years, coupled with the harmonising of a fiscal, legal and economic 
model which would generate employment and attract foreign 
investment. In Adams’ words, “London is holding Northern Ire‑
land hostage. A united Ireland makes sense.” His echo resounded 
in Dublin and the room, frozen still and at full capacity, stood 
up for a long, loud round of applause. The case had been made 
for what is, without a doubt, the most sensitive consequence of 
Brexit for an EU country.

If it’s true that it is usually the economy that determines the 
political path, whoever refuses to admit that the mass return to 
identities is influencing the debate and the relationship between 
Europeans will only be looking at the picture in black and white.

*

Post Scriptum: An electoral wave swept through the Irish island 
throughout 2017. Northern Ireland held an election on 2 March. 
The Republic of Ireland saw its prime minister change after Leo 
Varadkar, 38 years old, was elected leader of Fine Gael at the 
beginning of June. Varadkar took office on the 14th of the same 
month, becoming the youngest head of government in the his‑
tory of Ireland, and the first to assume his homosexuality. Next 
door, the UK would also take to the polls, in a risky move by Mrs 
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May, which lost her the overall majority and forced her to forge 
a deal with the Northern Irish unionists in order to secure the 
required stability in Westminster. But such security was no more 
than fictional. The cabinet’s instability, the lack of direction and 
clarity in the Brexit negotiations with Brussels, and the absence 
of any amount of cohesion in the parliamentary benches have 
shown Dublin how it could become the biggest collateral dam‑
age caused by this rebirth of nationalist identity. The Irish might 
well be able to reverse a financial crisis in no time at all, but they 
have scarce resources to inject political sense into their British 
counterpart.
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I’m always thrilled to return to Rome, after having lived there 
for a year, and not even the 15 years that have elapsed have man‑
aged to dampen my excitement. When in Rome, I feel tempted to 
forgive everything, to accept its flaws and exacerbate its virtues. 
Rome is my city, because Lisbon is simply not in the running. This 
sentence is unashamedly stolen from António Mega Ferreira, who 
wrote one of the most beautiful books about the Italian capital. 
Besides, Italy is the country that reconciles me with the idea that 
Portugal might well have a soulmate. I’m not sure whether it’s 
the charming melancholy of the ochre buildings, the penchant 
for dilettante idleness, the splendour of a historical atmosphere, 
the ever‑present loveliness of a language accompanied by small 
unique gestures, or the permanent political unrest transformed 
into a conservative journey through quiet chaos. It’s probably a 
mixture of all of these elements added to Pavese, Buzzati, Fallaci 
and Magris, Moretti, Visconti, Fellini and Scola, but also Totti, 
Maldini and Buffon. Italy is more than Rome, but to me Rome is 
the best that Italy has to offer.

I’m still seduced by the area surrounding the Pantheon, narrow 
alleys always new and mysterious which lead you to the churches 
of Saint Ignatius of Loyola and Santa Maria Minerva, to Piazza 
Navona, to the Church of Santa Maria della Pace, to Campo di 
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Fiori, until you come to Ponte Sisto and finally reach Trastevere. 
Here you can browse in small bookshops, such as Altroquando, 
Odradek or Viaggiatori, and you are enticed to visit the studios 
of modest craftsmen who are busy working the contours of wood, 
gold or leather, alternating with new and irresistible shops, galler‑
ies and restaurants, such as Gattabuia.

But Rome is not just about history and classicism, alleyways 
and warm‑coloured buildings. The city is reacquainting itself with 
modern architecture, a challenge which proved more onerous 
as soon as the excavation work began. Such is the case with the 
Museum of the Ara Pacis, designed by Richard Meier and opened 
in 2006. This building, made of straight lines and shades of white 
which absorb Rome’s light, houses Emperor Augustus’ mauso‑
leum as well as contemporary exhibitions, including a collection 
of drawings and photographs by Pablo Picasso, or a retrospective 
showing of the incredible photographic work by Japanese artist 
Ken Domon. Or the feeling you get from MAXXI, the modern 
art museum devised by Zaha Hadid, and Parco della Musica, by 
Renzo Piano. Little by little, Rome exposes itself to modernity 
without relinquishing its past.

It was in the midst of this path interspersed by the always 
vibrant (and dangerous) Italian political scene that I stopped 
in front of Belli Theatre, in Trastevere. It is one of the oldest 
Roman theatres, and I mention it for several reasons, many of 
which, to my mind, help to define Rome. The Belli is a small the‑
atre ensconced in an equally‑small local square, which tends to 
go unnoticed among the greenery and which reveals itself fully as 
you browse through its programme. Lost in Rome, a play by Pier 
Paolo Palladino which happened to be on stage at the time, and 
which stood out for its musicality and Angelo Maggi’s perfor‑
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mance, proved to be the best route to rediscover, in the words of 
Gogol, “the country of my soul”.

Politically speaking, Italy is a prodigy of “quiet chaos”, hope‑
lessness, incongruence, a magnificent country permanently 
adjourned, where political creativity is combined with crystal‑
lised post‑war rules. Thus we come to the tensions caused by the 
constitutional referendum which took place on 4 December 2016, 
and whose internal tectonic effects are still being felt, ultimately 
representing the most important day of the year for the eurozone. 
It seems odd to associate the near future of the single currency to 
changes to basic law, but the fact remains that the political stage 
was set, and the main culprit was Matteo Renzi himself. To turn a 
referendum of that nature into a government vote of confidence 
rather than the merits of the reform itself, after the amendments 
had been approved by Parliament (even if lacking the necessary 
two thirds of votes), was a bad political principle and it sent the 
message, just as with the British referendum, that it was “either 
me or chaos”. If Renzi had done his homework, he wouldn’t have 
turned the referendum into an existential element to himself and 
his country, having witnessed the way that fearmongering has 
been penalised and how people have become enamoured with the 
chaos narrative. We need go no further than Brexit and Trump’s 
election. Besides, there is a significant difference between a refer‑
endum on whether to remain in a political union, and correcting 
institutional imbalances within a particular system.

Because this is what’s at stake in Italy: putting an end to the 
anomaly of being the only country in the EU in which both 
houses of Parliament hold equal power in the legislative process, 
thus delaying it indefinitely and frustrating any reformist ten‑
dencies. In other words, ascribing the Senate the same regional 
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representative status and dialogue with the executive power as 
is held by, for example, Germany’s Bundesrat, thus drastically 
reducing the number of senators stemming from regional and 
council constituencies. This move is completely logical, it is 
the natural consequence of a debate spanning over 30 years (for 
example, Bozzi’s 1983 commission) and it is included in several 
party programmes. The current system is both anachronical and 
dysfunctional, but it cannot be an all‑or‑nothing issue for the 
prime minister. The cost to be paid was, therefore, steep, as is 
the risk of non‑payment. Up until this risky political move, I 
thought the Italian prime minister was one of the few interest‑
ing figures in current European politics (true, it’s a discourag‑
ing selection), as he embodied youth, common sense, political 
resolve, he was pro‑Europe and defended swift political reform‑
ism. Such an attitude is crucial to keeping the Italian economy in 
the G7, but it is not enough on its own, given the unions’ conser‑
vative power and the elitist inaction by a large part of the politi‑
cal class, starting with the Democratic Party itself. The wing led 
by Massimo D’Alema categorically opposes such reforms, an 
attitude which was partly sparked by the fact that the former 
prime minister was overlooked by Renzi when the latter chose 
Federica Mogherini for the European Commission.

If we add to this the economic stagnation of the past decade, 
the second biggest drop in GDP per capita in the eurozone 
(behind Greece) since the onset of the crisis in 2008, one of the 
largest public deficits in the world (133 per cent of the GDP) and 
a recurrent need to recapitalise the main banks (the biggest one, 
UniCredit, is now on its fifth bailout in four years), we have a 
measure of the dead‑end faced by Italy. To these structural lines, 
it’s worth adding another three recurrently circumstantial: a cer‑
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tain penchant for populists (Silvio Berlusconi and Beppe Grillo), 
a regionalist party openly inspired by the National Front (Lega 
Nord) and a growing tendency towards technocratic loopholes by 
appointment (Mario Monti). It is also worth noting that two of 
the main opposition parties (the Five Star Movement [M5S] and 
Lega Nord) are against remaining in the eurozone. Beppe Grillo 
and his successor, Luigi Di Maio, whose M5S gained Rome and 
Turin’s city councils, are perfectly aware of what to do if they 
manage to win the general election: to hold a referendum about 
whether to remain in the single currency. If Italy, being the third 
largest economy, decides to leave the eurozone, it will almost cer‑
tainly represent the final nail in the EU coffin.

Mario Draghi and Sergio Mattarella are the main characters in 
the Italian plot, after Matteo Renzi’s colossal referendum defeat. 
The president of the Central Bank refused to adjourn Monte dei 
Paschi’s bailout, in order to speed up the Italian government’s 
financial intervention to reduce systemic damage to the required 
bailouts of UniCredit and Intesa. And this state of alarm is justi‑
fied: the total problem credit (360 billion euros) is nearly twice the 
Portuguese GDP. If, on the one hand, that decision soothed the 
markets and stabilised the euro, on the other hand, it forced the 
swift creation of a transitional executive body, capable of imple‑
menting this operation, thus avoiding having to resort to early 
elections. The ECB’s decision is financial, but it also includes an 
obvious political stance: a race to the polls in the aftermath of this 
referendum might preclude the whole of the banking system’s 
damage control and open the door to an anti‑euro party victory. In 
this scenario, dealing with the third eurozone economy through‑
out a year as decisive as 2017 would be a near‑impossible task for 
an entity which dealt with a Greek‑sized economy the way it did.
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It’s important to note that, unlike the UK referendum, in 
which 18‑ to 40‑year‑old voters elected to remain in the EU, in 
Italy that age group rejected constitutional reform and could eas‑
ily validate the anti‑systemic move by Beppe Grillo, as a desperate 
message against the 40 per cent unemployment rate it is plagued 
by. There is, therefore, huge potential for the disintegration of the 
political centre, with early elections on top of an anarchic process 
of solvency in the large Italian banks.

The President of the Republic, in turn, assumed the role 
played by recent heads of state: a pillar of institutionalism, of 
serenity amidst uncertainty, managing time in accordance with 
the moment faced by the country and Europe. He allowed the 
ECB’s decision enough time, clearly recognising that the stability 
of the financial system must be given priority. He temporised, in 
order to grasp the existing conditions in the current parliamen‑
tary majority to appoint someone who would ensure the smooth 
running of the political agenda. And he will certainly consult Ber‑
lusconi in order to see if it is possible to establish a bridge with the 
government to approve a crucial electoral law, after the rejection 
of constitutional reform precluded the terms under which it was 
approved in 2015.

One of the problems haunting the Italian political system 
became very clear in this consultation process carried out by Ser‑
gio Mattarella after Renzi’s resignation. Around 40 parties and 
small coalitions with parliamentary representation were heard, 
each one defending the generous portion of power and influence 
granted to them by current electoral rules, many of whom lack ide‑
ological differences which might justify such fragmentation, but 
who are certainly entangled in the ego nets which turn everything 
into a race for the over 600 seats in the two houses of parliament, 
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which hold equal weight in the legislative process. Moreover, the 
constant scheming to guarantee political favours, compensations 
and perpetuation in office leads to a degrading rotation in politi‑
cal party affiliation, which has become normalised. In the current 
mandate alone, 116 out of the 315 senators elected in 2013 have 
changed political parties as regularly as they change their shirts.

One of the main goals of the reform rejected by the referen‑
dum (although it had been previously approved by parliamentary 
majority) was precisely to put an end to this double oddity: the 
endless number of mandates and the bicameral parity. Shouldn’t 
someone genuinely interested in changing the system (such as 
Grillo and Salvini) and fighting corruption and politicians’ privi‑
lege have approved these measures? In theory, yes. In practice, 
these parties would rather block reforms (these or any others) in 
order to continue placing the onus of the current system’s unsus‑
tainability on traditional parties and EU rules. They do not wish 
to take responsibility for changing obsolete rules, only to appear 
to fight for change just so that everything remains essentially 
the same. The only difference being that they would then be in 
charge, entangled in a network of mutual interests with Marine 
Le Pen, Viktor Orbán and Vladimir Putin, among others.

The Russian president is, indeed, an important piece in the 
Italian party framework, which has been showing increasing res‑
ervations about maintaining sanctions against Moscow as a result 
of the annexation of Crimea; several politicians have compli‑
mented Mr Putin’s nationalist nature and the way he’s built a nar‑
rative around the siege and historical victimisation. In fact, the 
victimisation of nationalists does not just stem from attacking 
the press; it is then boosted by an alternative sphere facilitated 
by social media and the internet, which are capable of spreading 
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rumours, creating alternative narratives and fabricating truths. 
As I was told a few days ago at RAI headquarters, the Five Star 
Movement is repeatedly sent invitations to take part in debates, 
which they reject, only to then claim a supposed exclusion from 
the traditional public sphere. Post‑truth is one of M5S’s preferred 
instruments, which they use to spread the belief that everything 
is orchestrated by the establishment to manipulate public opin‑
ion, even in those institutions where they hold the power – as is 
the case with Rome’s city council, which has assumed an anti‑
private finance initiative under M5S’s chaotic mayoral leadership. 
I spoke to Alessandro Marrone, a researcher at Istituto Affari 
Internazionale, the main Italian think tank about foreign policy, 
who has noticed an increasing presence of Russian counter‑intel‑
ligence in online and social media, as well as in veiled statements 
by MPs. It is certainly no coincidence that Sputnik – Kremlin’s 
news agency, which includes an Italian version, and which manip‑
ulates European news and is a source of anti‑immigration fear‑
mongering – is the second most‑read website among Italy’s digital 
media, thus radicalising the debate, exacerbating emotions and 
fears, and contributing to the xenophobic agenda promoted by 
M5S, Lega and the social climate. Sooner or later, this tendency 
will inevitably have electoral repercussions.

This anti‑systemic attitude and alignment with several proto‑
fascist figures is combined with Italian structural plights: chronic 
economic stagnation, the disintegration of the political centre, 
zombie banks, astronomical public debt and migratory pressure 
which is unparalleled anywhere else in the EU. Any political slip‑
page in the midst of such turmoil will force the ECB and Berlin to 
come to Rome’s rescue, requiring means which they hardly pos‑
sess. If Merkel does not possess the necessary conditions at home 
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in the next 12 months to be able to fix a short‑circuit in Italy, it will 
fall on Draghi to postpone a collapse. In other words, it is Frank‑
furt and not Berlin that holds the reins of the EU’s fate in the 
short term. The problem with perpetuating a financial narrative 
which asphyxiates politics is that it might encourage the appear‑
ance of more Grillos throughout Europe. Therefore, blindly 
trusting Mario Draghi could be as fatal as reducing his room for 
manoeuvre to a minimum. The Europe of 2017 will really need its 
best people.

I decide to have a coffee at Greco, the oldest café in Rome, 
founded in 1760, near Piazza di Spagna, which used to count 
Stendhal, Goethe and Pascarella among its customers. I open La 
Repubblica, having read the online version for the past few years, 
and I find a newspaper which has resurfaced, alive and with seri‑
ous content. I register its concern with informing and setting the 
debate. I conclude that it was a well‑spent euro and a half. I notice 
the presence of military guards all over the city, but particularly 
in Piazza del Popolo, the Colosseum, and around the Parliament 
building.

I catch the metro to Lepanto, in order to meet Tommaso 
Giuntella at the RAI headquarters. We have a coffee in the can‑
teen, after a visit to the old premises, where the service offices 
and digital apps are located, and which Giuntella runs, as well as 
studios and supporting offices to iconic public debates (such as 
the one presented by Bruno Vespa), news reports and entertain‑
ment programmes. He tells me, bitterly, that Italian politics is still 
defined by populist tendencies centred on the figure of the pre‑
mier, even if there have been no elections for four consecutive 
mandates (Monti, Letta, Renzi, Gentiloni). To put it another way, 
the fact that the system self‑protects from anti‑systemic powers 
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does not mean it can stop these movements from rising. Quite 
the opposite. In any case, Giuntella does not predict early elec‑
tions, unless Macron’s victory in France precipitates Renzi’s drive 
– and even then, only if the former prime minister runs for lead‑
ership of the Democratic Party (DP) and wins, and if the polls 
point to figures around 40 per cent, making him the undisputed 
winner. None of these conditions is guaranteed success. At this 
point, Giuntella, who also occupies a lead role at the DP, in Rome, 
receives an announcement on his phone that Renzi will run for 
party leadership again. It was the chronicle of an announcement 
foretold. The starting pistol opening the Italian political year had 
been fired.

Even though he suffered a defeat in the referendum, Renzi 
still thinks he has a lot to contribute to Italian politics. When he 
took office in February 2014, he brought a generational split to 
the executive power, as well as the will to accelerate structural 
reforms and to instil a new dynamic in Italy. The fact that he was 
39 years old was a historical landmark, as was the gender parity 
between his 16 ministers. For the first time in Italian history, there 
was a female Defence Minister, and the also female Minister of 
Foreign Affairs was the youngest since 1936. Given the chronic 
political ageing predicted for Italy, this move held a specific tar‑
get: new voters, “Grillism” proxies, attracting the media.

But the most interesting angle around Renzi is the fact that he 
used his local trampoline (Florence) to bounce to the top. Far from 
a unique example, this choice for a political internship has every 
potential to hold more advantages than years spent in the parlia‑
mentary bubble: a broader knowledge of real problems, working 
with teams, experience with opposition and coalitions, introduc‑
ing reforms, an international contact network. The growth of big 
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cities and the projection of their mayors as global‑scale politicians 
are becoming increasingly inescapable aspects of international pol‑
itics. Benjamin Barber covers this subject deftly in his recent book 
If Mayors Ruled the World. Renzi managed to bring a new scale to 
Florence’s status; but leading Italy is quite another task.

Giuntella was never an enthusiastic supporter of Renzi within 
the Democratic Party. Distance allows me to ask him why Renzi 
turned out to be such a disappointment, a conclusion which he 
corroborates. “The enamoured state shared by the press and pub‑
lic opinion towards Renzi ended after his crushing victory in the 
2014 European election. Renzi became unfriendly, aggressive, 
authoritative and egocentric. Success got to him. In the end, he 
was no longer as likeable as he had been in the beginning, to a 
large extent through his own fault, and his risky move to hold a 
constitutional referendum centred on himself became the culmi‑
nation of that process.” But that’s not all. There is an element of 
social polarisation which has tremendous impact on party agen‑
das. Since the last general election (2013), won by Bersani (who 
never took office), Italy has had three prime ministers without 
further elections, supported by a parliamentary majority and by 
the President of the Republic, a vital piece in the country’s politi‑
cal management. Giuntella admits to me that some in Rome are 
already planning for a particular scenario: if all goes wrong in the 
next election (planned for early Spring 2018), if nationalist and 
anti‑euro parties obtain a parliamentary majority and the crisis 
worsens throughout this next year, plan B might imply a techno‑
cratic government led by Mario Draghi, whose term at the ECB 
ends in 2019. This option is not often mentioned in the Euro‑
pean debate, but the mere fact that it is verbalised anticipates the 
worst possible case scenario.
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Meanwhile, Italians have spent nearly five years in a state of 
economic anaemia, their purchasing power is equivalent to what 
it was at the end of the 1990s, they never managed a significant 
decrease in public debt (the second largest in the eurozone, after 
Greece), and they have been left adrift regarding the wave of refu‑
gees from North Africa (181,000 in 2016). Regarding the single 
currency as a cushion for prosperity is now considered a fallacy 
by many, and the feeling of having been abandoned by the EU 
has encouraged an aggressive narrative against Brussels. If, in 
the 1990s, Italy was one of the EU’s most enthusiastic countries, 
nowadays only 36 per cent maintain that fervour, well below the 
European average.

This process has had an immediate effect on the party system. 
Except for some prestigious figures (Napolitano, Letta, Mat‑
tarella, Gentiloni, among others), all parties have chosen to ride 
the Eurosceptic and anti‑European wave, including the system’s 
big players, such as Forza Italia and the Democratic Party, and 
some even admit their admiration for Europe’s great disruptor, 
Mr Putin (Matteo Salvini, from Lega Nord; Luigi di Maio, from 
the Five Star Movement). Only the former Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, Emma Bonino (Più Europa), has adopted a pro‑European 
stance, and the polls give her less than three per cent.

In any case, even with this stance on Europe, some variations 
deepen the uncertainty of Italy’s future. M5S and LN may drop 
the promise of a referendum to leave the euro, opting to align 
with the central political subject: a visceral war on immigration. 
Berlusconi, who is legally prevented from running for Parliament 
but who is still a major figure, makes anti‑Brussels comments 
which are at odds with his past in government. Even Renzi, who 
was viewed for some time as a new‑wave pro‑European, has fallen 
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into the classic mantra of taking national credit for successes and 
blaming Europe for failures. This practical sense may be appro‑
priate to current political times, but common sense remains a 
timeless quality. In other words, excessive party tactics and a fluc‑
tuation of narrative contribute to wariness both on the part of 
markets and of European partners. But, if that’s the case, why has 
the eurozone’s third largest economy been so disregarded by the 
European press?

A possible explanation might be the lack of exciting news. 
Renzi was considered a breath of fresh air, but he ended up dis‑
appointing by revealing a Berlusconian egocentricity and unprec‑
edented aggressiveness, both of which have tainted his initial 
captivating profile. The trio waiting outside the door to profit 
from his downfall is no more appealing: Dario Franceschini, Gra‑
ziano Delrio and Andrea Orlando. The remaining party options 
include card‑carrying clowns (Grillo), telegenic neofascists (Di 
Maio, Salvini), political facelifts (Berlusconi) and uncharismatic 
technocrats (Monti, Letta). If we add to this the perception of 
a chronic lack of reform of the state apparatus, we get a picture 
of a tempting predisposition towards decline, ruin, lack of direc‑
tion and decadence. Petrarch, Dante, Ugo Foscolo and Giacomo 
Leopardi had already warned us it would be so. The emotional 
state of Italian politics lingers and tends to dismiss any economic 
improvement. In this kind of scenario, where financial indicators 
are less relevant, we are faced with the perfect set of conditions for 
good results and understanding between M5S and LN, inspired 
by the post‑war trilogy of the Fronte dell’Uomo Qualunque: “Cor‑
rupt politicians, sold out intellectuals, the common man knows 
best.” This quiet chaos might well be coming to an end.
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Post Scriptum: Gentiloni’s government slightly reversed the state 
of affairs. It lent credibility to the government abroad, kept a 
Finance Minister (Padoan) who Brussels, Paris and Berlin listen 
to, stabilised the banking panic, legislated in favour of business 
competitiveness, witnessed a rise in exports and the GDP, and 
reduced the influx of immigrants following deals with the Libyan 
and Tunisian governments. But none of that carried weight in 
the election of 4 March 2018: M5S (32 per cent) and Lega (17 per 
cent) achieved historic results, with a six per cent and 13 per cent 
increase, respectively, since the 2013 general election. Lega even 
overtook Forza Italia as the main right‑wing party. Renzi’s DP had 
its worst‑ever result (18 per cent). In total, over 60 per cent of con‑
stituents voted for anti‑EU, xenophobic and nationalist parties. 
The dismissal of Italy as the most incendiary example in the EU is 
now proving unwise. Next to this, Greece might well be nothing 
but a footnote in Europe’s recent history.
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There is the British empire, Essaouira and Naples, but also Bar‑
celona, Monaco and Palermo. At Valletta, North African winds 
meet the Southern European sun, tidy fortresses surrounded by 
a turquoise sea which only in your worst nightmares could you 
imagine was also the graveyard for anonymous people lost in ill‑
fated Mediterranean crossings. Whoever is lucky enough to gaze, 
from the top of the fortress walls, at the beauty surrounding the 
capital of the smallest country in the European Union, especially 
on a sunny winter day, will glimpse a metaphor for our times: we 
live in a paradise which many wish to reach, but we are too selfish 
to look at what lies beneath the blue.

I didn’t see any poverty on the streets of Valletta, there’s even 
a smell of opulence in the air, with cruises and yachts coming and 
going, tasteful cultural and gastronomic offers, the constant pres‑
ence of Christianity reminding us that Malta was a Mediterranean 
fortress which resisted Moorish advances and was open to Chris‑
tian reconquests throughout the centuries. It is no accident that 
polls elect the Maltese as the most Catholic people in the EU. St 
Paul’s Anglican cathedral is imposing, as is St John’s Co‑Cathe‑
dral, in the Baroque style, or so many others mingling together 
like pieces from a puzzle among the city’s buildings, in an urban 
concentricity which is a little claustrophobic, like a religious cloak 
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covering a country surrounded by the ocean. It almost looks as if it 
is doomed by the history of its past.

Until a misplaced car park which used to occupy Freedom 
Square, next to the main city gate, was replaced with the bold‑
est Parliament building in all of Europe. Inaugurated in 2015 and 
designed by architect Renzo Piano – with frequent guest appear‑
ances in this book – it is adjacent to the ruins of the Royal Opera 
House, which were destroyed by Nazi bombings during World 
War II. The car park became a garden and the plans attempted to 
extend the ramp from Valletta’s main wall gate with an open sky 
view. In this way, the austerity of the stone was combined with 
the luminous clarity of the island, by erecting a modern building 
which projects the straight lines around it, exposing its interior 
to the sunny outdoor environment. This is where Parliament, 
MP offices and the offices of the prime minister and leader of 
the opposition are located. The two blocks are punctuated by a 
multitude of small windows which filter the natural light and dec‑
orate the stone, producing an unusual architectural effect. A heat‑
generating system and energy sustainability make the building 
practically self‑sufficient, and there is a staircase which goes all 
around an external panoramic lift. Next to it, the ruins of the old 
Royal Opera House are now used for cultural events, using an iron 
structure which utilises the interior space and seats over a thou‑
sand people in the open air. Thus, Valletta brings life out of trag‑
edy. If only the Mediterranean waters could do the same for those 
who have perished there.

Bertrand Borg, a reporter at the Times of Malta, meets me near 
the headquarters of the biggest newspaper in the country, both in 
terms of sales and credibility, very close to Auberge de Castille, the 
prime minister’s official residence. We soon realise that we had 
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both been in the Erasmus programme in Rome in the same year, 
although our paths never crossed. But our meeting wasn’t about 
our personal memories, rather about the situation in Malta. Borg 
begins by outlining the nature of Maltese society, where every‑
thing is politicised between two ideological spheres, nationalist 
and labour, “although, in the end, their public and foreign poli‑
cies are not that dissimilar”. The most recent of these moments 
happened during the referendum on hunting in 2015 when, Borg 
tells me, “people actually fell out because they disagreed on it”. 
The presence and influence of the Church has also shaped society, 
and it was only in 2011, seven years after the country joined the 
EU, that the divorce law was approved in a referendum. At the 
time, Malta and the Philippines were the only two countries in 
the world where there were no laws on the matter.

Rotation has permeated Maltese politics, whose good eco‑
nomic health is the envy of any member state, with its GDP grow‑
ing six per cent and a historic budgetary consolidation. “Certain 
economy sectors were supported by the state at the right time, and 
private and public debt are under control”, he tells me, although 
there are two political risks which are being “closely monitored”: 
exposure to the Italian banking system, with its financial prob‑
lems and market turmoil, and the effects of Brexit, since London 
is one of the frequent supporters of the “exceptional” positions 
in place in Malta, and HSBC is the largest foreign bank operating 
in the country. He also admits to noticing “a growing tendency 
against the European Commission and Merkel, despite positive 
local economic performance, and an admiration for Putin per‑
meating society”. There is also the fact that the two main par‑
ties own TV channels and newspapers in Maltese, thus competing 
in the media market. Nationalists own the newspaper InNazzjon, 
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Radio 101 and NET TV; labour owns LOrizzont, ONE Radio and 
ONE TV. Perhaps that is why it is relatively normal that Joseph 
Muscat, a former reporter for the party’s radio station and news‑
paper, made such effective use of those promotional devices. He 
was elected prime minister at the age of 39, after having become a 
minister when he was only 21.

Despite this economic, fiscal and institutional setting – or pre‑
cisely because of it – both press and justice investigations have 
equally exposed the flaws of an attractive but too‑opaque system, 
especially when it comes to lack of transparency about the names 
and provenance of foreign investment intimately linked to pur‑
chasing a Maltese nationality. Suffice it to say that, with a cash 
contribution to the government of 30,000 euros, or by purchas‑
ing property worth at least 270,000 euros, one is automatically 
entitled to a EU passport. It is therefore not hard to understand 
why Malta has become so attractive to foreign capital, already 
with such a strong presence in the solar energy sector, electricity, 
oil and health, with investments in multiple hospitals to serve a 
population of just 450,000 inhabitants. For example, one of the 
most controversial cases in the last couple of years was precisely 
linked to three public hospitals (Saint Luke’s, Karin Grech and 
Gozo General), when a mysterious company based in the Virgin 
Islands, called Vitals Global Healthcare, acquired the three units 
and turned them into a single one – a shady venture, given that the 
company had been founded only a few months before the deal, 
and later sold its assets to American giant Steward Healthcare.

I arrive in Valletta at a time when, for the first time since 
it joined the EU (under the great 2004 enlargement), Malta 
assumes the presidency of the Union. Throughout this first six 
months, there will be two main items on the agenda: to miti‑
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gate the tensions caused by Brexit and to promote a debate to 
solve the Euroscepticism growing within the community space. 
At the time, labour prime minister Joseph Muscat said that the 
EU leaders “should put themselves in the place of people who 
feel disenfranchised by the economic crisis and the arrival of new 
migrants”. Louis Grech, deputy prime minister, said that “there is 
a deficit of credibility in Europe, because there is an implementa‑
tion deficit”. Both pointed their finger at a lack of coordination 
within the community, but in reality they wished to prevent the 
burden of refugee integration, especially because the European 
Commission projected their compulsory relocation, with fines of 
up to 250,000 euros for each person who was refused entry.

Bertrand Borg emphasises how central immigration is to 
the local political agenda, but he also points to nuances in pub‑
lic management, given that immigration and requests for asylum 
have turned Malta into EU’s most affected country, per capita, 
in the last few years. “The nationalists in Lawrence Gonzi’s gov‑
ernment (20042013) adopted a policy of immediate detention in 
camps spread across the islands, while Muscat’s current govern‑
ment has shown a less aggressive policy, not least because it has 
not been quite as affected by the wave of refugees, most of whom 
now head for Lampedusa via the Libyan route.”

Thus, even though Malta is able to maintain its identity despite 
the migrants coming in from North Africa or the Middle East, it 
is confronted by a struggle of a different nature: the sustainability 
of its political and financial identity. The hot topics are focused 
on multiple charges of corruption, interference in the judicial 
system, and involvement in the Panama Papers, which affect the 
government, the opposition and the presidency of the Republic, 
represented by labour member MarieLouise Coleiro Preca. Even 
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before these new examples, Malta Today published an investiga‑
tion conducted by Slovakia’s attorney general, in 2012, which 
uncovered a network of payments between entrepreneurs, politi‑
cians, banks, police authorities and mob associations in the two 
countries, with a special focus given to the figure of Marian Kock‑
ner, a Slovak entrepreneur with links to the party of the prime 
minister, Robert Fico. Malta might be completely absent from 
European debates, it might be politically overlooked and might 
feature rarely or not at all in the international press, but there 
is no doubt that it has forged an identity which intersects areas 
of interest as complex as the dependence between great pow‑
ers, great fortunes and great businesses. In the case of Malta, size 
means it can assert itself discreetly. It is a shame that so often it 
does so for the worst reasons.

*

Post Scriptum: Malta held early elections in June 2017, and Joseph 
Muscat regained the majority. This call for elections meant that 
Muscat was able to win back popular legitimacy at a time when 
he was under fire from corruption charges against himself and his 
wife. But winning an election does not equal sweeping problems 
under the carpet, and Malta has been on the press’ radar much 
more often, especially after a bomb destroyed the car reporter 
Daphne Caruana Galizia was travelling in, in October. Her brutal 
murder shocked Maltese society – which held multiple demon‑
strations in solidarity with the victim – but also the rest of Europe. 
The European Parliament even launched an investigation into 
this heinous crime and named its press room after Daphne Caru‑
ana Galizia, a brave reporter who was investigating the meanders 
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of corruption in Malta and its external ramifications through the 
Panama Papers. She published her findings in a personal blog 
which became the most popular in the country. In that space, she 
denounced the involvement of several government members and 
Muscat’s own wife in schemes of corruption and illicit enrich‑
ment, as well as the leader of the Nationalist Party, Adrian Delia, 
proving that the charges and criminal web permeated the whole 
spectrum. Malta: a small country with a huge problem.
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Pessimism has taken over our discussions and the warning signs 
are too loud not to disturb even the most adamant cosmopoli‑
tan soul. Identity purism has returned as a mantra for political 
nationalism, using rhetoric recipes with proven electoral success 
dangerously mixed with economic protectionism, xenophobia 
and concentration of power.

We are no longer at the stage when fringe parties all over 
western democracies reached parliamentary representation or 
occasionally integrated government coalitions. Today, we have 
government leaders and presidents elected on the basis of dis‑
ruptive, aggressive, intolerant, authoritarian and illiberal narra‑
tives. And we have political parties, to the left as well as the right, 
which have secured a governing space for decades but which, one 
way or another, have felt tempted to take a back seat in the hope 
of appropriating the aggressive identity narrative captured by 
the extremist parties. If we add to this the erosion of power, the 
deterioration of institutions caused by corruption scandals and a 
painfully slow adaptation of state functions to the new dynamics 
of international economy and open societies, we have a perfect 
storm for an anti‑systemic victory.

Unlike what many have been claiming, the various nuances of 
nationalist populism have been on the rise more as a result of the 
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shortcomings of cosmopolitan parties than out of any sudden art 
or ingenuity on the part of the former’s leading figures. Obviously, 
nationalism, especially of the populist kind, can reach millions of 
people with relative ease: rich and poor, more or less educated, 
immigrants or natives, secular or religious. It was the broad reach 
of this electoral market that was responsible for Donald Trump’s 
victory and that deceived predictions more used to splitting vot‑
ers into overly traditional segments. But this broad reach also 
exists in the opposite camp, and can congregate millions of voters 
around an agenda which is both against the nationalist rise and 
committed to cosmopolitan values and policies. A veritable cos‑
mopolitan international.

The day before Europe’s first of the three most important elec‑
tions of the year, all eyes are on Geert Wilders, the most closely‑
monitored politician in the Netherlands over the last decade. This 
attention feeds the illusion that he is an essential player in any gov‑
ernment, as well as doing him the huge favour of placing him at the 
centre of the system, a political mistake which many will end up 
paying for. I don’t mean to say that the solution is to dismiss the 
Wilders that can be found throughout Europe – this would, in fact, 
go against the findings of the past five years I’ve spent research‑
ing and analysing the European situation, and would validate the 
damaging strategy chosen by European leaders to deal with Viktor 
Orbán ever since he began the process of authoritarianism which 
is underway in Hungary. What I mean is that Wilders has managed 
to forge a political atmosphere exclusively centred on himself, but 
beyond his real ability to influence the making of the next govern‑
ment and, therefore, European politics. As Cas Mudde, the Dutch 
political scientist with the most in‑depth study of populism, said, 
PVV is nothing but a “personalist electoral vehicle” for Mr Wilders.
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It’s true that if he wins the general election – which is not 
certain – there will be much rejoicing in the headquarters of the 
National Front, on the outskirts of Paris, and of AfD, in Berlin. 
Both parties will ride the victory wave as if it were their own, in 
tender brotherhood, but the electoral outcome of this will not be 
what they’re expecting. You might tell me there’s a domino effect 
coming, after the Brexit referendum and Trump’s election, but 
the truth is that this is only a perception, with no clear scientific 
basis to connect these events. Meanwhile, we have already seen 
the far‑right defeated in Austria, Emmanuel Macron is ahead of 
Le Pen in some French polls, Martin Schulz’s SPD is on the rise in 
Germany, and voting intentions for the Dutch Green Party have 
quadrupled since Wilders decided to call the Moroccan commu‑
nity “scum”. This fact becomes even more interesting because 
Jesse Klaver, the 30‑year‑old party leader, is of Moroccan and 
Indonesian descent.

In other words, neither the West is fated to a nationalist trag‑
edy, nor will a victory for Wilders necessarily warrant a trium‑
phant celebration by counterpart movements. The reason is this: 
the leader of PVV won’t be able to find a partner to form gov‑
ernment with, and his potential victory will come up against the 
country’s negotiating tradition which prioritises a programme 
with a minimum level of coherence. And this will expose Wilders 
as a foreign body in this process. A negotiation process which, in 
the Dutch multi‑party tradition, is much more important than 
the election itself. There is even a chance that the leader of a 
smaller party could emerge from the negotiations as the one with 
the best conditions to lead the country and devise a government 
plan – which, at this point in European politics, will be defined 
by a commitment to the EU, Atlanticism and the single currency. 
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So whoever defends a direction that goes against these lines, like 
Wilders does, will stand no chance of being a part of a coalition 
based on an internationalist – not nationalist – strategy for the 
Netherlands. If this happens, the rejoicing should be heard in the 
various headquarters of cosmopolitan parties throughout Europe. 
These are the parties that ought to be at the centre of public poli‑
cies and the direction of the EU, while permanently self‑assessing 
how things got to this point.

Those who were paying closer attention might remember 
Wilders’ parliamentary support for Mark Rutte’s first government 
(20102012), and their separation, caused by budgetary reasons, 
ended up boosting the current prime minister in the early elec‑
tions, giving rise to the “central block”. The experiment did not 
go to plan, and Wilders’s anti‑Europe stance is now much more 
pronounced than then, thus drawing a red line for the remaining 
stakeholders. This is also why Wilders should be confined to par‑
liamentary opposition, allowing other players to occupy power 
roles usually destined for Christian democrats and socialists. The 
development of the latter is actually one of the most interesting 
points in this election. With polls pointing to a drop from 24 per 
cent (2012) to only six per cent – the steepest of all parties – even if 
they are still a part of the next coalition’s puzzle, they are unlikely 
to stay in charge of finance and, therefore, they will no longer lead 
the Eurogroup. After curbing Wilders, this is the second possible 
beneficial consequence of election night: the removal of Dijssel‑
bloem, one of the least wise politicians in Europe, from the deci‑
sion‑making process regarding the eurozone.

The third most interesting point will, again, come as a result 
of the process of forming the new government. Even if the 
incumbent prime minister, Rutte, keeps his central role – whether 
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because he’s won, or simply for being the candidate with the lon‑
gest political pedigree, in a scenario that excludes Wilders – the 
fact is that there is every likelihood that there’ll be a decrease in 
the number of his MPs, an impact which will dictate his legiti‑
macy as a deal broker. If he succeeds, it will likely be due to an 
electoral rhetoric which touched on Wilders’s agenda regarding 
the national identity/immigration binomial – a recipe rehearsed 
by Fillon in France and tentatively sampled by Merkel in Ger‑
many. However, in order for Rutte to continue as the country 
leader, he will have to do one of two things: either abandon this 
identity swerve due to pressure from the other parties, or, if he 
chooses to maintain it, he will reduce his time and space to form 
alliances. Rutte’s imitation game might act both as his electoral 
lifeline and his guillotine after 15 March. Whoever watched Bor-
gen closely knows that the true winner of an election is not always 
the person with the most votes.

I meet Andy Langenkamp near South Amsterdam station. 
The Euro Currency Research analyst took a short train ride from 
Utrecht so we could talk before the election. He does not hesi‑
tate in identifying the sensitive point surrounding the national 
debate: “Identity has been the most relevant factor in the Neth‑
erlands over the last few years.” Mark Rutte himself, Langenkamp 
recalls, has gained ground in the final stretch of the campaign 
thanks to the way he managed the diplomatic conflict with Tur‑
key – the shock caused made him popular with voters for whom 
an uncompromising defence of national sovereignty can and 
should be secured with a firm grip, even if that means confronting 
the leader of a regional power (Erdogan), and especially if he rep‑
resents Islam. Langenkamp was surprised by Wilders’s strategy: 
much more absent than one would expect, adopting a constant 
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victimisation narrative, blaming the supposed climate of unsafety 
he claims to be surrounded by. However, as Robin de Bruin, a pro‑
fessor at the University of Amsterdam, points out, “Wilders is not 
the only existing far‑right movement, there is also Thierry Bau‑
det’s party (Forum for Democracy), for example” – a party which 
is deeply anti‑EU and is aligned with the xenophobic nationalism 
professed by the likes of Le Pen and Filip Dewint, the Belgian 
leader of the Flemish separatists from Vlaams Belang (Baudet’s 
party would elect two MPs in this general election).

It’s worth going back to April 2016, a time when the Dutch had 
the only referendum held in the EU about the free trade agree‑
ment with Ukraine. The deal was rejected, and it became null 
and void at a time when Kiev was resuming formal negotiations 
with Brussels in the aftermath of a turbulent domestic situation – 
negotiations which were, in fact, also promised to the Ukrainians 
by their former president Viktor Ianukovitch, and his last‑minute 
refusal ended up triggering the Maidan revolution. Both refusals 
were celebrated at the Kremlin, but its conduct was not confined 
to that of a mere spectator.

Dutch politicians hailing from various quadrants, like socialist 
Harry van Bommel or nationalist Thierry Baudet, played a crucial 
role in demonising pro‑European Ukrainians and the trade agree‑
ment, and in victimising Russia’s treatment in Europe. In order 
to achieve this, they were helped by the Russian propaganda 
machine, which was even capable, at one point, of fabricating 
the crucifixion of a Russian‑speaking child at the hands of Ukrai‑
nian soldiers, a story fed by Moscow’s state television, resorting 
to a witness later identified as a Russian actress. These are the 
real “alternative facts”, especially when they appeal to the most 
basic instincts which permeate social media and help to format a 
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parallel reality, leading to a decisive political impact. This is also 
the reason why, as Europe follows the news stories about Russian 
interference in the US election, Robin de Bruin reminds us that 
the Dutch Minister of the Interior recently announced that the 
electronic voting system was to be replaced by the traditional 
paper ballot, fearing external cyberattacks.

But perhaps the most interesting point in the Dutch election 
lies in the scrutiny of party programmes by an independent com‑
mission. Founded in 1945, CPB is a bureau for economic policy 
analysis which, among other areas of monitored research (mac‑
roeconomics, public finance, employment, pensions, regulations 
and regional trends), assesses the economic viability of the vari‑
ous party proposals, as well as the impact they will have on pub‑
lic debt deficit and economic performance. It is an important 
contribution to the pre‑election debate, providing voters with 
assessment criteria other than those related to identity and per‑
sonality, and it forces parties to specify many of the measures they 
announce in manifestos often resorting to opaque language lack‑
ing any strategic content. Simplicity does not necessarily need to 
mean simplistic.

De Bruin, who traditionally votes for the Labour Party, rec‑
ognises the party’s decline, to a large extent connected with its 
inability to take a stand in the immigration debate. In fact, he says 
there is a mix of identity sovereignty in the Netherlands: part of 
it is channelled towards parties which adopt an aggressive narra‑
tive against refugees and Muslims, and that blame the dilution of 
local culture on the alleged subversion brought by multicultural‑
ism; the other part is based on a Euroscepticism which perme‑
ates several sectors of all parties. It is not the economy that sets 
the debate – GDP growth is at 2.1 per cent, and unemployment is 
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at 5.5 per cent – but the definition of identity and the erosion of 
power. In this sense, the Green Party has been able to capitalise 
on popular chastisement of the Labour Party and set a cosmo‑
politan agenda around their leader which is appreciated by many, 
especially in Amsterdam. When I took a taxi on the outskirts of 
the city, I was able to witness it for myself when the driver, who 
came from Morocco, admitted that he was going to vote for the 
Greens to reward this tolerant agenda, averse to the anthropo‑
logical negativism promoted by the nationalist parties.

Meanwhile, Robin de Bruin thinks that the condemnation 
of the free circulation of immigrants is the mechanism linking 
national policy to the antagonism towards European institutions. 
In this sense, Brexit is being monitored particularly closely, both 
as a formula capable of emerging as a viable alternative to full 
membership, and from the angle of the repercussions of losing a 
close trading partner aligned with Atlanticism on European secu‑
rity – a dynamic which has kept in check the continental tempta‑
tion to centre integration on a hard core between Paris and Berlin. 
Still, although “German politics is followed closely, it is the Nor‑
wegian model that has acquired the most supporters in the public 
space”. The Nordic identity might be an interesting escape from 
the fragility which will permeate post‑Brexit community policies 
in the near future.

Water might often act as a dividing line, separating both coun‑
tries and interests, but it is also able to forge a cultural identity 
and become a long‑lasting building material. With a quarter of its 
territory and 60 per cent of the population below sea level, the 
Netherlands turned this liquid fence into an internal purpose of 
unity. It defied it to preserve a strategy of commercial ingenuity 
which transformed a country 12 times smaller than Spain into a 
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great power, reaching territories as remote as North America’s 
East Coast, the Caribbean Islands and Brazil, from Ghana’s Gold 
Coast to South Africa, Japan to Indonesia and the strategic straits 
in the Indian Ocean, near Sri Lanka. It’s impressive how such a 
small country, trapped between colossal Germany and Britain, 
achieved so much and reached so far. In a way, it’s something the 
Netherlands has in common with Portugal, although the former 
assumed a completely different political and social liberal culture 
which defines it to this day.

If there was any doubt that water is the raw material of Dutch 
history, we only have to remember that, out of its nine monu‑
ments listed as UNESCO world heritage, seven are directly linked 
to ordinary water management. In addition, we can look at how 
art projected a self‑portrait in the Dutch collective imagination 
during the golden age of 18th‑century painting by Jan van Goyen, 
Jacob van Ruisdael and Simon de Vlieger, as well as the inescap‑
able perfecting of techniques of representation by Vermeer and 
Rembrandt, artisans who formed part of the great period of tech‑
nological innovation which went hand in hand with engineering 
and commercial modernisation linked to water, and would lead to 
Dutch imperial expansion throughout the world. Without under‑
standing this period, we will not arrive at the enduring formula 
of the network of waterways linking all the pieces in Amsterdam, 
bestowing upon it a code of honour which is both urban and rural, 
sophisticated and traditional, fast and calm.

What I admire the most about the Netherlands is the fact 
that it has the shortest working hours in the West while being, 
at the same time, the sixth richest country in Europe; it is the 
second‑largest agricultural exporter in the world, has the largest 
port in Europe (Rotterdam), Dutch people live on two wheels 
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as an extension of their bodies, and family life is an absolutely 
crucial part of the daily routine. There is no green space in 
Amsterdam which, in the middle of a weekday, does not feel like 
a playschool, whether it’s at Vondelpark or Museumplein, facing 
a fantastic Banksy display at Moco. The streets are filled with 
bakfiets, and children grow up in a contraption of healthy mobil‑
ity, experience community life and a balance between work and 
leisure. And how vital leisure is to detach us from the web of 
gadgets, futilities and anxieties which eat at us on a daily basis. 
Naturally, a flat geography helps to shape these habits, and a 
liberal culture (more or less genuine) tends to open up a city’s 
arms to the world (there are 178 nationalities living in Amster‑
dam, more than in New York). It is also natural that common 
elements come together as a solid collective identity, and that 
a conquering spirit sharpens ingenuity, talent, creativity and a 
body of work. It’s for all these reasons that Amsterdam is so cap‑
tivating, that we feel like living there, raising our children there, 
and enjoying life well beyond nine to five.

It was well after five when the first results emerged. I followed 
the Dutch election in Amsterdam, a city where the Green Party 
won the most votes with an agenda that was pro‑European, toler‑
ant towards immigration and decidedly cosmopolitan. The typi‑
cal Green voter is very young, urban, with a university education 
and upper‑middle class. If the Green Party was the one that grew 
the most out of the 14 making up the new Dutch Parliament, and 
if identity was the central and decisive element when it came to 
voting, then we can conclude that many Dutch voters wanted to 
assert a multicultural identity as a defining element of their coun‑
try, rejecting the xenophobic nationalism as the only refuge in 
modern times.
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What’s more: liberals, Christian‑democrats, liberal‑conserva‑
tives and social‑democrats – which make up approximately 70 per 
cent of the new Parliament – even with their nuances and specific 
electoral stances, all converged on an anti‑xenophobic agenda as a 
defining identity trait for the Netherlands and, as a consequence, 
for Europe. In other words, placing identity at the centre of west‑
ern political debate does not mean reducing it, not even trapping 
it, in a single cultural category which seems to elect the white and 
supposedly pure man as the essence of human salvation in the west 
and, in particular, Europe. I have a feeling I’ve heard these theo‑
ries before, a few decades ago, and it would be better for them to 
remain confined to those sad historical times. Consequently, the 
first lesson to be learned from this election is that cosmopolitan‑
ism is responding to nationalism both firmly and energetically, pre‑
cisely when it is called to do so at decisive moments.

There have also been complaints about the dangers of Dutch 
party fragmentation, and the alleged impossibility of forming a 
coherent and sustainable government. Firstly, I feel it’s impor‑
tant to point out that party diversity in a democracy can never 
be excessive, and that it also helps to explain why 82 per cent of 
Dutch people came out to vote: more platforms of anti‑Wilders 
representation accommodated those 40 per cent of voters who 
were undecided the day before the election, the many who were 
left orphaned after the Labour party performance in Rutte’s gov‑
ernment, the ones who were voting for the first time, and also the 
ones who were able to express their identity in the multiple offer 
afforded by this party market, among them the arrival in Parlia‑
ment, for the first time, of a pro‑Turkish party.

Secondly, it’s worth remembering the ancestral Dutch tradi‑
tion of post‑election negotiation to form a majority in Parliament 
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to support government coalitions, or even the country’s experi‑
ence in delaying the conclusion of these negotiations for several 
months, or in witnessing the toppling of governments halfway 
through a mandate and responding appropriately to events, or 
even in having prime ministers who didn’t win the general elec‑
tions. There is, therefore, an external condescendence about 
what’s happening, which has wrongly centred the whole analy‑
sis around a single man, rather than around the process after 
the results, the most important stage in this whole political set‑
ting. There is a Netherlands beyond Wilders. There is a Europe 
beyond nationalism.

One of the most relevant angles happened concurrently with 
the election, even though it ended up having an impact on the 
final stretch of the campaign. The big news in the Dutch elec‑
tion is neither Wilders’ defeat, nor party fragmentation, nor the 
punishment of the Labour party, nor the negotiation puzzle. The 
big news in this election was the formal and flashy announcement 
of the end of the rapprochement (or even relationship) between 
Turkey and the European Union. Of course, only a miracle would 
place Ankara back on track for integration. Putin’s influence in 
Turkey has been seen for enough years to show us that integra‑
tion was no longer even a mirage. And, certainly, in the climate of 
exacerbated identities, to speak of Turkey’s EU membership has 
become a non‑subject. This is also because, for various reasons, 
Turkish people are no longer enthusiastic about integration. The 
nationalist flame, the trump card played by Erdogan to attract 
that internal sector one month before the constitutional refer‑
endum, stifled any possible future bridge with European capitals. 
It’s a shame. No one comes out well in this picture: the EU and 
Turkey have squandered a historic opportunity to capitalise on 
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what they each have to offer, having preferred, over the years, 
to deepen their endogenous perversities until the final divorce. 
Erdogan announced it this week with a bang, showing Europe 
that it stands with Moscow.

Does this mean that the interests of Turkey and Russia will 
become diluted in a common and harmonious path? Of course 
not. If there are two great powers with permanently clashing 
testosterone, it’s these two. But the ingredients for presiden‑
tial authoritarianism, for freedom and human rights violations, 
systematic persecutions, collusion between state, regime party 
and the president’s inner circle, autocratic nationalism, post‑
imperial revanchism, and aggressive behaviour towards their 
neighbours bring these two evil spirits of contemporary politics 
closer. Besides, as was proven in the Netherlands, they regard 
their diaspora as an instrument for asserting the regime, an 
extension of nationalism, an easy‑to‑manipulate extension of 
their territory, of their imperial imagination. Russia does the 
same throughout Europe; Turkey realised how important those 
millions who make up the diaspora are in consolidating Erdo‑
gan’s project.

Not that this is a real innovation or that Putinism, as a school, 
hadn’t already been identified as a magnet for revisionist powers. 
But it is important to emphasise that we witnessed in the Nether‑
lands the official sine die loss of Turkey by the EU. I deeply regret 
this outcome. I especially feel for Turkish people.

*

Post Scriptum: The Netherlands needed 208 days after the election 
to decide on a new government. Mark Rutte and the ministers 
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from VVD, CDA, D66 and CU took office on 26 October 2017. 
Experienced, but patient.

In March 2018, Prime Minister Mark Rutte went to Berlin 
to make a speech about Europe. He said two important things: 
firstly, that in this Brexit era, there is an integration route which 
does not need to follow the Paris‑Berlin pattern; secondly, that 
Brussels needs to serve its member states, and not the other way 
around. Might we have a new key player on the block?
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London
march

It’s impossible to separate the current state of affairs in the United 
Kingdom from the result of the referendum in June 2016. I was 
in London on that election night and, in the midst of the tragic 
atmosphere that fell over the campaign, I made a point of going 
to Trafalgar Square to pay tribute to Jo Cox, an emotional hom‑
age where thousands of people celebrated in unison the values of 
tolerance, freedom and the life of the Labour MP, murdered at 
the age of 41. I listened to her husband and sister’s testimonies, 
Malala Yousafzai’s powerful words, the communion of the UK’s 
various religious leaders and a tribute by a representative of the 
Syrian White Helmets, an organisation the MP devoted particu‑
lar attention to and whose work would merit a Nobel Peace Prize.

I must admit I’d never heard of Jo Cox until that fateful after‑
noon of her death. That was my loss. Jo Cox represented everything 
that should guide a parliamentarian’s mission: being available to 
one’s constituents and fighting for causes which will make a dif‑
ference to one’s constituency, such as children’s healthcare, access 
to education, equal opportunities, tolerance in welcoming refu‑
gees, respect for immigrant communities and uncompromisable 
commitment to a free and open society. And this is an awful lot, 
in this Europe of sensitive resentments in which we find ourselves 
once again immersed.
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There is a lot to criticise about the EU and the terms under 
which both sides fought for their positions in this campaign. 
There are even serious points made by Brexiters which deserve 
the full attention of those who want a reformed Union reinforced 
by political benignity. But the present moment requires level‑
headedness. Opening the disintegration box now means follow‑
ing a blind path with no contingency plans, no financial cushion 
and no political gravitas capable of controlling the social damage 
within each member state. The tribute to Jo Cox was, therefore, 
much more than the recognition of a rising MP: it was about 
defending the kind of Europe I want my children to grow up in, 
and a cry of resistance against the kind of Europe I do not wish 
to belong to.

Today, nine months later, there are still no reasons to cel‑
ebrate, and only a madman like Nigel Farage could raise a glass 
to Brexit becoming official, when the British government noti‑
fied the European Commission, under Article 50 of the Lisbon 
Treaty. Neither of the two parties wins with this move, and the 
lack of preparation on both sides for entering into negotiations 
of this magnitude points to the worst‑case scenario. The EU will 
become ‘continentalised’ in an unbalanced Franco‑German axis 
and within a eurozone which will become main circle for political, 
commercial and security integration. Whoever has the necessary 
conditions to keep up with the pace Berlin (and possibly Paris) 
dictates for the direction of community policies will remain in 
the hardcore nucleus and will maintain a remnant of influence. 
But those who deem it too expensive and internally unsustain‑
able to keep up that pace will be left behind, left out of the main 
decisions, exacerbating their political periphery, which might also 
coincide with their geography. In other words, formalising this 
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EU might expedite concentric anti‑crisis procedures and solu‑
tions (finance, banking, defence, immigration, energy, employ‑
ment), but it does not ensure any kind of coherent future for the 
27. We might still call it the European Union but, from then on, 
the political entity we will be referring to will be quite different.

The paradox in the historically‑tempestuous relationship 
between the UK and the EU lies precisely in cohesion. Contrary 
to short‑sighted readings, London has actually always been a pil‑
lar for European cohesion, through the institutional accommo‑
dation of a reunified Germany, by defending the EU expansion 
to the East, due to its powerful link to Washington – crucial to 
maintaining the trust between the countries involved in the old 
Warsaw Pact and NATO – for representing 12 per cent of the 
community budget, for being the top EU country to become a 
destination for direct foreign investment and the biggest pole of 
European credibility in terms of defence, a nuclear power, and 
a pillar of free trade and political liberalism, values which are at 
the heart of the European project. Losing the United Kingdom 
means rejecting all of this for the EU, in a way that is organic and 
incremental, painful and politically gruelling, and, worse of all, 
with no equivalent alternative.

In Brussels, Paris, Berlin or Lisbon, we might be discussing 
Brexit in different terms if a potential candidate to joining the 
EU could match the UK’s value in economic capacity, geopoliti‑
cal status, financial power, ideological nature, population or geo‑
graphical position. But there is no such escape route. The only 
way to keep a certain balance in the face of an excessive continen‑
talisation of European politics would be via one of the following 
routes: bringing the US closer to the various integration circles 
(unrealistic), or expediting Turkey’s membership (delusional). In 
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other words, those who are now celebrating the UK’s exit in vari‑
ous parts of Europe, for whichever reason, will eventually come 
to the conclusion that in the medium term they will become 
poorer, less free and will lose influence over the decisions which 
will shape their future.

The same is true in the opposite direction. Those who, like 
Nigel Farage and Boris Johnson, turn political action into an irre‑
sponsible circus and a playground, have chosen to scare the public 
using the identity route, riding the wave of modern times, prom‑
ising a happy ending on trade, economic and employment ben‑
efits. The only trouble is that they have known since last June that 
it will be impossible to keep that promise. What’s more, they won 
in the north of England and in Wales, two of the regions most 
dependent on exports to the EU and its funds, without having 
presented any realistic alternative to that dependence. To speak 
of the Commonwealth in this context is a ridiculous proposition, 
as it represents such a small part of British trade, and the emerg‑
ing economies carry far greater political risks than the ones Brex‑
iters accuse the EU of creating. Their campaign was, therefore, 
a monumental hoax.

Tim Oliver agrees to sit down with me for a morning tea in 
a café in the London School of Economics. I have a copy of The 
Guardian on the table, and the cover shows a map of Europe as 
a puzzle, where the piece corresponding to the British Isles is 
missing. In that empty space, a devastating headline: “Today Brit‑
ain steps into the unknown.” I ask Tim, one of the most highly 
regarded British academics on the relationship between the 
United Kingdom and the European Union, if we can take any 
positives from this story. I realise he didn’t expect this question, 
but the exercise required leads him to a less depressing scenario 
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than the one currently being experienced: “Perhaps it will make 
us more conscious of our own limitations, problems and poten‑
tial. It limits the need to resort to blaming the EU for anything 
and everything. The same logic applies in the opposite direction.” 
In any case, the current climate is not optimistic. The more cat‑
astrophic studies mention a British impoverishment of around 
300 billion euros in the next 15 years, but even if these numbers 
are exaggerated, there are other short‑term costs bearing poten‑
tial economic impact. The main one is the dismantlement of the 
United Kingdom, the double union dilemma which Theresa May 
will need to manage. As well as having to go through this huge 
ordeal without a reinforced electoral legitimacy – she became 
prime minister by internal appointment – she will have no strong 
opposition to hold on to in order to expand her strategy, since 
the Labour Party is currently a political spectre and the Liberal 
Democrats no longer carry enough weight to influence politi‑
cal dynamics at this level. Theresa May thus faces the difficult 
balancing act between a measured and flexible approach and an 
intransigent and punitive stance. Tim Oliver tells me that the pro‑
cess of British federalisation is an open question. Gordon Brown, 
former Labour prime minister, published an article in the Finan-
cial Times today precisely about the opportunity brought about by 
Brexit to implement a federal United Kingdom, capable of reduc‑
ing the imbalances between the various countries and the power 
of England as a political, economic and territorial entity, repre‑
senting 85 per cent of the whole nation. Gordon Brown’s pro‑
posal points to the dawn of a time of constitutional convention, 
able to accommodate this process and avoid the resurgence of a 
new secessionist agenda as a response to the damages caused by 
Brexit and the void installed in the relationship with the EU. But, 
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in order for this to happen, there needs to be a minimal amount 
of strategic vision in both main parties, as is bitterly admitted to 
me by Adrian Brown, former adviser to Tony Blair and currently 
executive director of the Centre for Public Impact (a Boston 
Consulting Group Foundation): “The Labour Party leadership 
has fallen into disgrace and the disastrous Brexit negotiation has 
every chance of leading to a rebellion among the Tories and a fight 
for the role of prime minister.” I ask Tim Oliver what the Labour 
Party can do about it. “Perhaps it can standardise its strategy with 
an interim leader, someone who does what Iain Duncan Smith did 
for the Tories, and thus overcome this left‑wing drift and unclear 
direction about Europe which has characterised Jeremy Corbyn.” 
It is this standardisation of the parliamentary framework and 
political proposals by the main parties that, in Oliver’s opinion, 
will contribute to eventually obtaining a “remotely satisfactory” 
trade agreement.

However, unlike what some people have claimed, May will not 
come out of this stronger – rather she is in a vulnerable position 
and under brutal pressure to bring victories to Westminster on an 
almost daily basis. We may be facing a double problem: the ero‑
sion caused by the dilemmas surrounding the double union might 
lead to May’s resignation, the alternatives might be worse, and the 
UK might find itself after those two years with no deal or deadline 
extension in sight. Worse than a United Kingdom out of the EU 
and a EU without the United Kingdom, there can only be a con‑
tractual void between them which increases uncertainty, fear and 
mistrust, and allows more space for the Farages out there. This 
process has only just begun.

A common reaction to the victory of Brexit has been project‑
ing a reinforcement of German hegemony in the EU. We should 
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look at the European moment we’re living through with better 
lenses. Firstly because Brexit is not a moment, but a process; a pro‑
cess which gained popular momentum in June, but whose politi‑
cal evolution remains unknown. Only after the request to leave 
has been officially triggered by Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty, 
and negotiations between London and the European Commis‑
sion have begun will we perceive the contours of the future rela‑
tionship between the UK and the EU. This process might take 
much longer than two years (over 80,000 pages of EU legislation 
will be under negotiation), and until it has been legally completed, 
nothing will change for the rights and obligations of either party. 
Until then, May and her team will meet with other European 
leaders, especially Merkel and Hollande, in order to find the for‑
mula needed for post‑referendum damage control. Why do I use 
the word “needed”? Because even London has now realised that a 
total split would be walking into the abyss, because it would have 
to negotiate, one by one, the 52 free trade agreements that the EU 
holds with the rest of the world, or even its individual member‑
ship of the WTO – terms which require majority approval by its 
163 members.

Brexiters are unlikely to buy into the “Norway model” (access 
to the single market, respecting free movement and contribut‑
ing to the EU budget), and even a “Norway‑minus model” (with 
restrictions to free movement, for instance) would need to be 
ratified by the other 27 national parliaments as well as the ones 
who, even though they are not in the EU, are part of the single 
market, like Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein). The alterna‑
tive would be a “free trade agreement‑plus” between the EU 
and the UK, closer to the existing ones with Canada and Turkey, 
preventing trade relations (especially when it comes to services) 
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from falling under WTO rules, which are onerous for both par‑
ties. Such a model would allow London to escape the rules of 
free movement within the community and reduce the losses sus‑
tained by leaving the single market. The question is, even if such 
negotiations have already started, nobody knows when they will 
end. This scenario is not necessarily bad given that, within this 
unpredictable timeframe, British people might be able to realise 
the costs of offshoring companies or the devaluation of the Lon‑
don stock market, leading them to put pressure on the political 
power to overturn their intention to leave. It is in this series of 
scenarios that the German position will play a vital role.

It is a given that Angela Merkel will still have to manage Ger‑
man domestic and external interests. On the one hand, the EU’s 
post‑Brexit continentalisation would, in theory, be beneficial to the 
German unipolar moment; however, in practice, it only overloads 
a hegemony which is already reluctant and with a tendency to be 
erratic, given the multiple fronts on which Berlin has been put to 
the test. On the other hand, the pressure for German failure con‑
stitutes a risk to the EU, a burden which Merkel does not wish to 
bear and whose economic costs would be disastrous for Germany, 
starting with negotiations with London which resulted in an abrupt 
and unwise exit deal, capable of encumbering German exports and 
harming its industry, especially the car industry, as the British mar‑
ket is at the top of the list for German exports in that field. Besides, 
Berlin would be called on to replace a large share of the revenue lost 
with London’s withdrawal from community budget contributions. 
In other words, as there will be a general election in Germany in 
2017, Merkel will be forced to make decisive moves for her political 
future, for the future of the German economy, and the future of the 
EU’s survival: Let’s face it: it’s a tall order.
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It is for all these reasons that I think German’s hegemony in 
the EU is reluctant. Certainly erratic, aggressive and decisive. But 
hardly accepted on all of its terms. Why? Precisely because it still 
lacks the tools which would guarantee full hegemony (military, 
security, diplomatic, soft power), and because the costs of wrong 
unilateralism are greater than those of multilateralism taken at 
the right pace, even if it is slow.

Theresa May’s discomfort about Brexit is nothing new, and 
during the campaign for the 2016 referendum the position of the 
then Home Secretary became more or less clear: no enthusiasm 
for either side, sometimes advocating remaining, others hiding 
what she thought, in case it would fall into her lap the next day. 
As months went by, this sinuous political position was necessarily 
moulded by circumstances. Firstly, by the roadmap that came out 
of the referendum. Secondly, by the power transfer in government 
leadership. The next day, it really did fall into Mrs May’s lap, which 
does not mean she knew perfectly well what to do after that.

Before the June 2016 referendum, the British economy was the 
fastest‑growing among the G7 countries. A year later, it dropped 
to the bottom of the list. Inflation went up and made imports 
more expensive. And, as the promise of keeping the country in 
the single market became uncertain, economic agents began to 
assess the political risk which negotiations with Brussels bring to 
the real economy, starting with the complete absence of a plan B 
that offers commercial alternatives to match the EU benefits. As 
these simply do not exist on the menu of available deals, WTO 
rules will prevail in the United Kingdom. From a logistical stand‑
point, it is an illusion to think it is possible to negotiate the doz‑
ens of deals that the EU maintains with non‑member countries 
in the same period of time as the negotiations with Brussels in 
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such a way that the costs of leaving are immediately compensated 
by maintaining international links, thus guaranteeing some eco‑
nomic stability to the UK. Only a politician out of touch with 
reality would think that none of those 160 countries would want 
to take negotiating advantage of the vulnerability with which 
London will sit at the table, delaying negotiations.

What’s more, recent studies by King’s College and the Office 
of Budget Responsibility point to an absolutely disastrous course 
for public finances and, consequently, for the government’s finan‑
cial liquidity, thus completely precluding the promises for invest‑
ment unrealistically made by both May and Corbyn about health, 
education and security. Falling under WTO rules may lead to a 
drop of three per cent in the GDP per year, as well as a 60 per cent 
decline in trade relations with the EU in the same time period. 
May’s promise to reduce the number of immigrants by 185,000 by 
2022 would cost the British economy, per year, six billion pounds. 
Perhaps because they can sense the impending disaster – which 
will happen even sooner if there is no deal in March 2019, throw‑
ing the UK into a geopolitical void – the Conservative and Labour 
leaders have been two of the most interventionist players in living 
memory. Both are trying to create the illusion that the situation 
is under control, that they are protecting society and ensuring the 
multiplication of resources. Both are lying through their teeth. 
But while May is being penalised, Corbyn has been getting away 
with it. If there is a hung Parliament in the event of early elec‑
tions, which is not unrealistic, it will only reflect the United King‑
dom’s present condition – with the noose around its neck after 
this elite of party leaders irresponsibly led the country into a sink‑
hole. And the worst part is that none of them knows how to dig 
their way out of it.
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Few cities are as European as London, in the political sense 
of the word. However, the English capital is at the epicentre of a 
contentious, potentially lengthy divorce which has placed it in 
a difficult and agonising position. An overwhelming majority of 
Londoners voted for the United Kingdom to remain in the Euro‑
pean Union, yet the political institutions based there are leading 
this breakup. London is home to practically every nationality in the 
globe, every existing language, every creed and race, fuelling the 
city with a unique energy one cannot find in any other European 
capital. One in three Londoners was born outside the UK, and the 
transient nature with which many adopt the city, mostly for profes‑
sional reasons, also reinforces this character of a universal intersec‑
tion of cultures, destinations and opportunities.

I have always regarded London in this way, as a sort of New 
York by proxy, with a culture and subculture which feed me con‑
stantly and which are right there for the taking. Unlike Pedro 
Mexia, “who visits London to get his ideas in order”, I’ve always 
turned to London to become unsettled. In fact, everything I’ve 
brought from there or which has reached me from London post‑
codes has only caused me restlessness, shock and awe. I could 
mention the music of Bowie, The Rolling Stones, The Clash, 
Blur, The Who, Jam, The Sex Pistols, Motorhead, Led Zeppe‑
lin, The Cure. Or books by Dickens, Orwell, Martin Amis and 
Julian Barnes. Or Turner and Hockney’s paintings. Chipperfield’s 
architecture, Monty Python and Yes, Minister’s humour, and the 
obsessive urge to fill suitcases with records from Honest Jon’s and 
books from the London Review of Books.

It was precisely here that London grabbed hold of me once 
again, not least in the obscene bill for the books I happily piled 
under my arms. Some obsessions from our youth never go away. 
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And, later, when talking to an old acquaintance, Sewell Chan, 
a New York journalist living in London for the past couple of years. 
Sitting at a table in the corner, Sewell grew pale as he described 
how hard it was to leave the US in the Trump era only to find 
an atmosphere of closure and intolerance in England. This some‑
what depressing conversation with a cultured and well‑travelled 
man, with a career built between The Washington Post and The New 
York Times, living between two fascinating cities, confirmed my 
anthropological pessimism. I felt the obligation to provide him 
with some comfort. “It won’t last long in America”, I said, “we’ll 
end up with a sensible deal for everyone involved in Europe”, I 
exclaimed emphatically. I was not terribly successful, and Sewell 
remained relentless in his pull towards the abyss. I even tried 
naming a few examples from the Austrian presidential election 
and the Dutch general election, and I tried to cheer him up with 
what we might expect from France and Germany, but to no avail. 
The man had petrified in tragedy. Three hours later, we said good‑
bye, he went back to his newspaper, and I went to see Hockney at 
the Tate. He unsettled me, I perhaps produced a similar feeling in 
him. Deep down, this is London, to use the title from Ben Judah’s 
latest book: inside a grid of predictabilities, a world of hidden 
details which now and again emerge to challenge and absorb us. 
If there is an end‑of‑an‑era tone to this European London, then I 
insist on coming here until the final gong is sounded.

When the United Kingdom joined the Communities – now 
the European Union – international trade represented some‑
thing like 27 per cent of the world’s GDP. Today, that figure is 
around 58 per cent. In this journey of expansion, the UK expe‑
rienced an economic, social, political and geostrategic perfor‑
mance unparalleled since the end of its empire. That is, until 
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party‑political idiocy, manipulating facts and truths, managed 
to push the country into a corner with no consistent political 
strategy behind it. Let me clarify that this is a bipartisan accu‑
sation, aimed at the leadership of both the Conservative and 
the Labour parties, as May and Corbyn essentially agree on the 
chaotic Brexit roadmap. And if anyone says that Hugo Chávez’ 
faithful supporter – who has not yet criticised Maduro – has a 
reasonable plan to minimise the multitude of damage the UK’s 
exit will bring, no one has heard of it yet. In particular, the terms 
of access to the single market, which several polls have identi‑
fied as the most important issue for Labour voters. Therefore, 
until further developments, there is a bipartisan consensus, 
which deepens the British plight even further: no direction, no 
strategy, no sense, no alternative.

Throughout its journey in the EU, the UK’s commercial 
nature tied the country to the dynamics of globalisation – with 
both positive and negative consequences – and particularly to the 
other countries in the EU, a neighbouring market with generous 
rules which is worth half of British exports. For a clearer picture, 
in 2016, UK exports to the EU were worth 203 billion dollars, to 
the US, 62 billion, to China, 18 billion, to Japan and Canada, six 
billion each, to Australia, five billion, and to India, four billion. 
To put it another way, the big export markets outside the EU are 
worth, all together, only half of what the single market represents 
to the United Kingdom. In this framework, 30 per cent of British 
service exports – the only sector with a favourable trade balance 
over the rest of the EU – mostly based in London, are financial 
services. Not having a plan to minimise the withdrawal from the 
single market is, to say the least, mismanagement for British peo‑
ple, whose effects will be felt for decades to come.
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In light of this, what could these next few years look like in 
terms of economic globalisation? To put it simply, we might say 
that the current model is mostly still based on: physical com‑
modities; a demand for diversified goods and services; a global 
supply chain largely centred on developed economies, where the 
main players are governments and multinational companies with 
the means to monitor transactions, and the progressive transfer 
of technology from developed to emerging economies. Within a 
decade, considering the transition and adjustments already under‑
way, we will probably see a higher flow of services and information, 
scarcely or not at all tangible; a demand for fairer trade, sustained 
by and based on local products more valued in a global value chain; 
greater participation from emerging economies and megacities, 
with a growing role played by smaller companies, non‑government 
agents and individuals, benefitting from multiple open sources 
and shared content, in a flow of technology transfers which is 
more balanced between developed and emerging economies.

In this context of profound digitisation, massification of 
robotics, artificial intelligence and access to and sharing of infor‑
mation, we will witness a revolution in what we produce, the way 
we work, travel, consume and trade. And also in the roles played by 
governments, international organisations and cities with regional 
impact. For example, within the community space, and accord‑
ing to the dichotomy between nationalism and cosmopolitanism 
which I have been referring to, it will become clear which coun‑
tries will adopt a logic of shared opportunities between states, 
border regions and municipalities, for the purpose of fighting for 
solutions to shape cities which are open to technology, companies 
and people and in favour of immigrant integration and the consol‑
idation of innovation hubs, offering a unique quality of life when 
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compared with other cities of similar quality. Yes, I am thinking of 
the many advantages offered by Lisbon or Porto.

If big cities have once played a decisive role in globalisation, 
any negationism in their path might isolate them, impoverish 
them and make them less relevant to international politics. Even 
if London is ideologically against Brexit, it will suffer the damage 
that arises – in fact, it already is. That’s why the model for success 
will be the one which is most inclusive, distributive, participating, 
shared and accessible to whoever adds value to business models, 
by whoever wishes to settle on an open and tolerant way of life, 
by whoever is able to provide agile and unbureaucratic conflict 
resolution, but with solid means to fight tax evasion, corruption, 
improper resource exploitation, illicit financial flows or dishon‑
est competition.

London is one of the most vibrant capital cities in the world. 
All credible ranking polls place it at the top of excellence indexes 
for business environment, quality of human capital, ease of knowl‑
edge and information sharing, cultural offer, political activity and 
international social atmosphere. The way in which its political 
and economic agents defend the capital to whoever is negotiating 
Brexit may dictate its outcome: brutal and untimely, or cautious 
and safeguarded. The future lies in the hands of the cities.

*

Post Scriptum: In order to pre‑empt a scenario of rebellion within 
the party, and seeking to reinforce her legitimacy, Theresa May 
called for an early general election on 8 June. The move backfired 
and the Tories lost the overall majority secured by David Cam‑
eron in 2015, only securing a majority in the House of Commons 
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with the support of the Northern Ireland Unionist Party. I felt 
tempted to return to London to follow this election, after hav‑
ing been there for the triggering of Article 50. But returning to 
capitals was not part of the plan for the book, and setting such a 
precedent would have thrown the project into disarray. Neverthe‑
less, although negotiations with the European Commission offi‑
cially started in June 2017 and went through several rounds at the 
time, it was only on 1 March 2018, in a speech given at the Man‑
sion House in London, that Theresa May finally clarified her plan 
to leave the EU: no single market, no customs union, no Canada 
model, no Norway model. In her own words, “a new balance” rest‑
ing on a “trade partnership”. Good luck with that. The clock is 
still counting down to 29 March 2019.
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It bears the stamp of “European Museum of the Year 2016” and, 
no offence to so many others, POLIN really deserves that award. 
Designed by Finnish architects Rainer Mahlamäki and Ilmari 
Lahdelma, perfectly integrated into what was once the Warsaw 
ghetto, POLIN tells us about Jewish history in Poland down 
through the centuries, which equates to weaving the fabric of the 
nations which made up the different states and empires in Europe 
in the last 800 years. Using an unusual sophisticated narrative and 
aesthetic organisation, we walk through the museum with con‑
stant curiosity to discover the following room, whether it’s about 
a quiet community in Poznan or an uprising in Warsaw, the king‑
dom’s disintegration or a territorial conquest against Lithuania or 
Ukraine. The history of Poland is so dynamic and tragic all at once 
that it could hardly escape the radar of any conversation held in 
Café Charlotte, right in the middle of Zbawiciela Square, in 2017. 

Our itinerary leads us through it: the Jewish heritage, the con‑
trol by Prussia, Austria and Russia, Polish anti‑Semitism in the 
late‑19th century, the nation’s rebirth, the Nazi invasion, the Holo‑
caust, the ghettoes, Soviet subjugation, the democratic awaken‑
ing, the resistance, the massacre, the European compromise, 
the Catholic conservatism, the territorial dimension in Central 
Europe, the years of liberal cosmopolitanism, the authoritarian 
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regression: if we don’t link all of these events, we will never under‑
stand the sensitivities around today’s Polish politics and culture. 
These days are not favourable to democratic pluralism, some of 
the main media channels are controlled in their editorial freedom 
in typical Soviet style, and there is an air of civilizational regres‑
sion, despite the hopeful minds I encountered among the new 
generation.

I arrived in Warsaw a few days after the demonstrations which 
assembled thousands against the conservative PiS government on 
the streets of the capital city. Founded by twins Lech and Jaroslaw 
Kaczynski, former associates of Lech Walesa, the party won the 
general election in 2005. Firstly, Jaroslaw became head of govern‑
ment and, shortly after, Lech was elected president. Since then, 
they have promoted a veritable refoundation of Poland: they 
began with a witch hunt which punished both former members 
of the communist regime, and eliminated the liberal elite who led 
the transition to democracy in 1989. However, not having been 
able to secure an overall majority, the government toppled in 2007 
and the following election was won by the Civic Platform (PO), 
then led by Donald Tusk, now president of the European Council. 
These were years of economic victory, despite the financial cri‑
sis which had fallen over Europe, and Poland was presented as an 
example of reformism in the West. However, the PO and its elite 
appeared blinded and disconnected from an important part of 
the population. Then, in 2010, Lech Kaczynski died suddenly in 
a plane crash and, as well as party dynamics, nationalist commo‑
tion began setting the country’s political and identity agenda. In 
2015, Jaroslaw Kaczynski chose to circumvent the polls and didn’t 
run for president, instead endorsing a 43‑year‑old MEP, Andrzej 
Duda who, despite his sparse CV, was elected. In October of the 
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same year, the Law and Justice (PiS) party achieved an overall 
majority, with Kaczynski’s orchestration of the campaign around 
a social programme to redistribute the results of growth among 
the Polish people. Kaczynski cunningly chose not to announce 
his intention of building a new Poland, so that fear didn’t overly 
disrupt the campaign, and, in the end, he decided not to lead the 
government. In typical Soviet style, he pulls the regime’s strings 
from the party headquarters, holding a power that is as absolute 
as it is transformative of a democratic Poland.

Now, at the beginning of 2017, protests are being held in War‑
saw and other cities, naturally featuring on the front pages of 
newspapers closer to the opposition, but largely ignored by state‑
owned media channels. The government made sure those public 
entities were under direct PiS control, and Poland nosedived in 
the main international press freedom indexes – it is now behind 
countries like Mauritania and Botswana. Limiting foreign direct 
investment has been part of the strategy for the so‑called “re‑
Polonisation”, in order to change the ownership structure of the 
main regional media, ahead of the local elections scheduled for 
the end of 2018.

But privately‑owned media are also under fire. For instance, the 
new law threatens the group Agora, which owns Gazeta Wyborcza, 
Poland’s main pro‑European newspaper. Its economic viability is 
now in question, since public institutions have stopped paying for 
advertising. The daily newspaper had to let over 200 employees 
go, joined by 250 journalists from public media outlets, with no 
explanation given. There hadn’t been such a purge since the coun‑
try was under martial law, and the government does not abide the 
slightest criticism. The journey taken since Poland’s EU member‑
ship in 2004, when the country’s Europeanisation coincided with 
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its path towards democracy, is now told as an alternative history 
under the current government and Kaczynski’s strategy: a Poland 
left in ruins, peopled by economic losers, foreign invaders, bent 
under Brussels’ progressive authoritarianism, and exposed by the 
rest of Europe, too tolerant towards immigration. As far as press 
freedom is concerned, it seems that Poland is now closer to Tur‑
key or Russia than to Paris or Berlin.

I finally manage to arrange a meeting with Jacek Sawiski, chief 
editor of the main private TV chain, TVN, in a building which 
would be the envy of the most technologically‑savvy European 
news outlets. He talks a lot about Polish history, the people’s spirit 
of independence against abuse, even if it occasionally requires 
bloody battles in order to reinvent itself.

Once again, two clear ideas came out of that moment. On the 
one hand, Poland does not see itself as another central European 
country, but as the country which, from where it sits, provides 
geographical balance with Germany and France. On the other 
hand, as the level of sophistication of TV news channels is the 
basis for a responsible, mature and critical society, the level of 
independence has been a decisive factor in terms of audiences, 
and the quality of reporting and news analysis, a differentiating 
element valued by the people, when compared with public outlet 
propaganda. This was why, in only a few weeks, a parade of ten 
thousand Neo‑Nazis through the capital’s streets was met with 
one hundred thousand pro‑European protesters. It appears that 
the past is black, the present is grey, and the future is blue.

And there’s a new charm and sophistication to the streets 
since the last time I was here, in 2009. At the time, I tried to write 
about the four cities which Timothy Garton Ash had so skilfully 
worked in The Magic Lantern when, in 1989, he recorded, as few 
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did, the transformations caused by the fall of the Berlin Wall. But 
if 2009 is not 1989, neither is it 2017. The prices are still low, but 
quality has sky‑rocketed. Green spaces are used by entire families, 
bicycles have taken over the streets, cafés are filled with people 
chatting and the classical style now mixes more comfortably with 
a contemporary feel. The Vistula now embraces more vigorously 
the university, several cosmopolitan residential areas, the science 
centre dedicated to Copernicus, and the recently‑inaugurated 
wing of the Modern Art Museum. Warsaw has won me over, and I 
can’t say the same for many European capitals.

Despite all these good impressions, there are alarming con‑
cerns. As well as the threat to the freedom of press and expres‑
sion, the opposition seems incapable of establishing an alternative 
strategy and going up in the polls. And not even the debate sparked 
by Donald Tusk’s recent re‑election to the European Council has 
been able to unsettle the PO. Tusk’s initial performance as Presi‑
dent of the European Council did not please everyone. Some 
thought he hadn’t removed his hat as Polish prime minister, a role 
he performed from 2007 to 2014. They didn’t see him as a nego‑
tiator or a facilitator of consensus. But opinions changed after 
Tusk led the EU through a series of delicate situations, from the 
Greek bailout to the refugee crisis and Brexit. In this context, his 
re‑election for a second two‑and‑a‑half year mandate appeared to 
be a mere formality.

However, Tusk was met with opposition, especially from his 
home country. In late February, Beata Szydlo, the Prime Minister 
of Poland, sent a letter to her government colleagues implying that 
Tusk had committed treason. “He used his EU position to engage 
personally in a political dispute in Poland”, Szydlo wrote. “We can‑
not accept such conduct.” This is thought to be a reference to a 
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speech in which Donald Tusk asked the government to “respect 
people, the principles and the values of the Constitution”. Szy‑
dlo nominated Jacek SaryuszWolski, a member of the European 
Parliament who helped to negotiate Poland’s EU accession, to 
replace Tusk.

Despite some speculation that Hungary, often aligned with 
Poland against Brussels, might help to hinder the election, Tusk 
was re‑elected by 27 votes against one at the beginning of March. 
The Polish government did not try to conceal its discomfort. Szy‑
dlo blocked the conclusions of the EU summit on topics such as 
trade, defence and instability in the Western Balkans, an action 
which, despite having no legal consequences, was still a politi‑
cal embarrassment. What happened can be explained, to a large 
extent, by the animosity between Donald Tusk and Jaroslaw Kac‑
zynski who, as the leader of the PiS, is the true head of Polish 
executive power. Tensions between the two dominated Polish 
politics for more than a decade. Kaczynski blames Tusk for the 
2010 Smolensk plane crash which killed his twin brother, Lech, 
then president. Some PiS supporters believe that Tusk conspired 
with Putin to bring down the plane and want the current presi‑
dent of the European Council to face criminal charges. Others 
recall his grandfather’s service under the Wehrmacht during the 
war. Through this direct political persecution aimed at Tusk, Kac‑
zynski appeals to the conservative base and aims to restrict his 
chances of a potential return to Polish politics, with a view to the 
2020 presidential election. Jacek Sawiski tells me that “there is a 
place in the future for Tusk as Polish president”.

Even though the PO has gained some support from pro‑EU 
voters, in particular liberals from the large urban centres, and 
its leader, Grzegorz Schetyna, has alerted to the negative con‑
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sequences of an aggressive anti‑Tusk and anti‑EU government 
stance, namely depriving Poland of community funds in the next 
EU budgetary framework, the truth is that the party’s strategy 
to regain votes has included adherence to some PiS trends. Sche‑
tyna, who began by criticising the government programme which 
offers families a monthly subsidy of 500 zlotys (115 euros) per 
child, after the second child, now wants to make the programme 
even more generous, offering subsidies to all children. The PO 
is also aligned with the government in terms of its immigration 
policy. Schetyna even stated publicly that he opposed accepting 
refugees in Poland, a misfire he tried to correct by saying that the 
country could welcome “around 50” people from Syria, especially 
women and children.

This crossover of sovereign spirit adds little to political diver‑
sity and reduces voter options. Wojciech Bialozyt, director of 
Wise Europe, meets me in his institute, and talks about what 
he calls a “perfect storm: anti‑PO anger, an exacerbated identity 
rhetoric, the mismanagement of refugees crossing the Mediter‑
ranean, the financial management in the eurozone, the proxim‑
ity to Ukraine and the more than three million visas requested 
from Poland between 2014 and 2016, the demonstration of Rus‑
sian practices in both the military and propaganda methods, Tusk 
in the European Council as the Polish target to be taken down 
by the government, the chance to make the Visegrád Group 
much more influential, and the partnership with the illiberalism 
expressed in Budapest, although always with Poland leading the 
way”. Sawiski had already told me that this nationalist agenda had 
appealed to many young people, but Bialozyt is even more pes‑
simistic: “Things could get worse, given the inefficiency of the 
opposition and the inoperativeness of the EU, but, despite that, 
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there is an independent, and even anarchic spirit in the Polish 
people which makes them rebel against abuse of power.”

One of the most talked about points in European political 
analysis has been the prominence given to the Visegrád Group, 
a forum established in 1991 made up of Poland, Hungary, the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia, created to align regional strategies in the 
EU centres of power, but currently regarded as the main focus of 
concerted nationalism against EU immigration policies and too 
convergent in violating separation of powers within each of these 
member states. But this is not the whole story. Jacek Sawiski sees 
it as a “convenient tool” serving the interests of each of its mem‑
bers, “with no cohesion” – an opinion shared by Wojciech Bialo‑
zyt, a self‑confessed European liberal and federalist who has been 
witnessing excessive “naivety in the opinions published in the rest 
of Europe about the Visegrád four. In Warsaw, nobody wastes a 
moment thinking about Orbán and his policies. Our position is 
set by a different aspirational model, where the priority for statu‑
tory parity is with Germany and France, not with Hungary. Who 
cares about Hungary? We are Poland. This is how Polish strategic 
thinking works”.

The economy has helped this way of thinking. The GDP is 
growing 3.4 per cent, the unemployment rate is 4.7 per cent, and 
the IMF recently named Poland as the next big nation to join the 
category of “advanced economy” after South Korea, which joined 
20 years ago. The IMF has a complex definition of “advanced”, 
but one of the common denominators is an income per capita of 
at least 15,000 dollars, verifiable in all nations. Since Poland com‑
pleted the political transition from communism to democracy in 
1991, the economy has grown undeniably, without a single year 
of negative growth. Over these 25 years, the average income in 
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Poland has gone from 2,300 dollars to around 13,000 dollars. It is 
expected to surpass 15,000 dollars at the end of this decade.

Polish growth has followed the trail set by Asian economies 
in terms of establishing itself as a manufacturing power, although 
this path has now become a lot more difficult. The industrial sec‑
tor is in decline within the global economy, and China controls a 
large part of this (now small) sector. On the other hand, there are 
now more countries competing in the international market with a 
similar strategy, with South Korea and the Czech Republic as the 
main new players.

No other sector has as much impact on generating employ‑
ment and increasing productivity as manufacturing and indus‑
try. With a cheap currency and relatively low salaries – a third 
of those earned in Germany – Poland is competitive. Manu‑
factured goods exports represent 33 per cent of the GDP, well 
above the average in emerging countries, which is around 22 per 
cent. Unlike other countries displaying fast economic growth, 
Poland invests in stability and sustainability, which makes it less 
vulnerable to the abrupt drops in the economy experienced by 
countries with exponential growth. On the other hand, many 
emerging economies are dependent on the export of raw mate‑
rials, leaving them at the mercy of their products’ value in the 
commodity markets.

In terms of the economy, although the party in power has ful‑
filled its promises to lower the retirement age and support fam‑
ilies with two or more children, so far these policies have not 
brought about fundamental changes in the growth path. Public 
deficit and debt remain at acceptable levels. The currency seems 
stable, exports are still growing and there’s a surplus in the bal‑
ance of trade.
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Revenue from exports of manufactured products are capable of 
stabilising an emerging economy, generating reliable external reve‑
nue and allowing countries to invest heavily without incurring large 
debts. This is what happened in Poland. However, the autocratic 
regime recently established in the country may be a threat to 
its development. The Polish government has been heavily criti‑
cised by European institutions for interfering in the justice sys‑
tem, censuring the media and refusing to accept Muslim refugees. 
The first appointments made by PiS were for the Constitutional 
Court and public television. The party also tried to promote a 
change in the law in order to vacate seats in the Supreme Court, 
for which it presented nominations – this is the judicial body that 
rules over the election process. This and other measures were met 
with protests from Polish society. Brussels threatens sanctions, 
namely invoking Article 7 of the Lisbon Treaty, but Poland is an 
important member of NATO and is on the front line when deal‑
ing with the Russian Federation.

Not far from the Monument to the Uprising against the Nazis 
in 1944 is the ombudsman’s office, also known as the Human 
Rights Commissioner. Adam Bodnar currently holds this posi‑
tion, having been elected by the former parliamentary majority in 
2015. We met in the US, during the 2013 Marshall Memorial Fel‑
lowship, and we kept in touch. I followed his fight to defend the 
separation of powers, the rights of minorities, respect for the law, 
clearly swimming against the current of violations of the Rule of 
Law carried out by the nationalist government. It’s unsurprising 
that Bodnar is one of the main targets of the PiS, which has pub‑
licly tried to tarnish his reputation with lies and insults. Never‑
theless, these attacks have contributed to positioning him as one 
of the last moral bastions in the defence of the Rule of Law and 
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freedoms, a status which boosted his profile in the media. It’s in 
this context that he agrees to meet me, on a cold sunny morning.

The first impression is of the dignity surrounding his role. The 
small palace, as well as being beautiful, possesses the elegance of 
a democratic institution. Hanging from one of the walls in his 
office I notice a large map of Poland, with a huge number of pins 
spread across it. “These are all the towns and cities I’ve visited in 
these past two years”, he says proudly. “I try to get close to people’s 
problems, to listen to them, to meet with activists, NGOs, asso‑
ciations, to map their dilemmas, the abuse they suffer, to inform 
them of their constitutional rights. I feel I have a special mission 
in this job. These are not easy times for Poland.” What are the 
characteristics that define the present context? “The partisan‑
ship of public services (judges, diplomats, public media), similar 
to Turkey, but without the need for aggressiveness or purges.”

Bodnar is openly against the government, the president, and 
the PiS agenda. “Separation of powers?”, he blurts out sarcastically. 
“There is a running joke here about separation of powers: Kaczyn‑
ski wakes up in the morning and issues an order to the President 
of the Republic. In the afternoon, he issues another order to the 
Prime Minister, and in the evening, yet another to the President of 
the Parliament. This is what separation of powers means in today’s 
Poland.” Despite his pessimism, he has faith in Polish society, in 
its “nonconformist, rebellious spirit”, which is, in fact, mentioned 
by other people I have spoken to. Bodnar mentions the example 
of the Mayor of Slupsk, Robert Biedron: openly gay and a member 
of the progressive Your Movement, a party founded in 2010. He 
“might be a candidate for the 2020 presidential election. Despite 
everything, we must not reduce Poland to PiS”. Invoking an often‑
mentioned regional comparison, he adds: “Visegrád is a myth of 
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uniformity. Orbán’s style in Hungary might well have some points 
in common with PiS despotism, but Polish society is not the 
same as Hungarian society, and our rapport with Germany is still 
regarded as strategic.”

In the current European context, there are another two points 
which keep him vigilant and which add relevance to his role as a 
defender of individual rights and freedoms. Firstly, the nature of 
the Brexit negotiations, particularly with regard to the rights of 
the roughly two million Poles living in the UK. “Brexit is a great 
risk”, he concludes. Secondly, even though the “Russian agenda 
does not take root here for historical reasons, that doesn’t mean 
that Putin’s style is not acquiring followers. We need to stay vigi‑
lant and be very firm on that front”.

Bodnar’s high media profile is a result of the agility with which 
he conducts his role in the defence of the democratic principles 
he believes in, and on which a EU member state should be based. 
A disillusioned realist, he confesses to me “that it could all get 
worse” and that, despite the 85 per cent of Poles who say they are 
happy to be in the EU, he has felt some “contempt about the situ‑
ation in Poland”. Silence and temporising in politics are usually an 
omen of appeasement. European history has shown the price to 
be paid for that attitude.

*

Post Scriptum: In July, Poland was Donald Trump’s second state 
visit. In the Polish capital, the American president took part in 
a broader meeting aimed at establishing trade links with Eastern 
Europe, rewarding the fact that Poland is one of the few NATO 
members to meet its commitment of investing at least two per 
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cent of its GDP in defence and, above all, to display the national‑
ist alignment between the two administrations, vilifying bureau‑
cracy as an enemy of nations (a dig at the EU) and singing the 
praises of aggressive sovereignty. That same month, the Polish 
Parliament approved a judicial reform which, in practical terms, 
gives government control over Supreme Court nominations, 
going against all recommendations from Brussels. In December, 
the European Commission officially, and for the first time, trig‑
gers Article 7 of the Lisbon Treaty, prescribing sanctions and the 
loss of voting rights for Poland in light of its violation of the prin‑
ciple of separation of powers. In that same month, Prime Minis‑
ter Beata Szydlo resigned, and was replaced by the then Deputy 
Prime Minister, Mateusz Morawiecki. The fact that the latter was 
Donald Tusk’s economic adviser during the previous government 
may signal a willingness to build bridges. Unfortunately, politics 
doesn’t just depend on symbolic gestures.
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Come rain or shine, it appears Denmark is always at the top of the 
list of the happiest countries in the world. At least that’s what the 
UN says. I doubt that one can remain happy for more than a few 
extended moments, but those who issue the award must have their 
reasons. I didn’t see anything in Copenhagen to make me join in 
this fatalistic boredom, and not even Kierkegaard, the city’s most 
famous philosopher, contradicts this. We also know that “the best 
restaurant in the world”, Noma, is located in Copenhagen, which 
helps to complete the circle: food and happiness in a single city – 
one could hardly wish for more. I tend to be suspicious of idyllic 
places, and judging by the average restaurant prices in the Danish 
capital, I doubt that a meal at Noma will open the doors to heaven.

I like Copenhagen, because I appreciate any city which treats 
water as part of its identity, which knows how to preserve its tra‑
ditional buildings, as is the case in Gronnegade or Nyhavn, and 
which invests in bold architecture, like that of the Opera House, 
designed by Henning Larsen, or the Black Diamond, by Per 
Kirkeby. I greatly value green spaces that are well‑kept and used 
by everyone, and a healthy way of life which instils environmen‑
tally‑conscious practices into children. I recognise the diplomatic 
audacity in the decision of sending an ambassador to Silicon Val‑
ley. I also like its urban aesthetical value, the Nordic design, the 
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vintage bicycles. But excessive perfection doesn’t bring happi‑
ness, at least not to me.

Perhaps Copenhagen is too culturally homogenous, despite 
the waves of immigration from Turkey, Palestine and the Balkan 
region between the 1960s and 1990s. Perhaps the steep price of 
everything discourages foreign middle classes from settling and 
mixing permanently there. Kristian Mouritzen, a well‑known 
reporter for the daily newspaper Berlingske, has just returned after 
four years as a correspondent in Washington DC. In his newspa‑
per’s headquarters, located right in the centre of the capital, he 
admits to me that today he sees a “different Denmark, harsher, 
more anxious, scared, fearful, suspicious, aggressive in its debate. 
Immigration, refugees from Muslim countries and limiting the 
welfare state have now become priorities, reopening deep social 
wounds and even changing the identity of some parties”. Politi‑
cal solutions tend to reverse the traditional public generosity and 
to crystallise a homogenous identity. Even though Borgen had us 
glued to the TV for weeks on end, not even the most idyllic west‑
ern political model can withstand the dark nature of men. Happi‑
ness evidently cannot be more than a meaningless ranking factor 
or a television series.

Perhaps that’s why I caught a train and travelled around 40 
kilometres north of Copenhagen, where the Louisiana Museum 
impressed me for its simplicity: a private home turned into a 
museum 60 years ago, ensconced in a forest limited by the waters 
of the Øresund Strait, with Sweden on the other side. The entire 
space is related to art. In the gardens and indoor green spaces 
there is an abundance of Giacometti, Marx Ernst, Miró and Alex‑
ander Calder. Inside, Warhol and Lichtenstein, Picasso and Kan‑
dinsky, as well as a fantastic surprise in the form of Asger Jorn, 
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and then returning to the familiar Hockney, Bacon, Oppenheim 
and Rothko. But it was the installations by South African Wil‑
liam Kentridge and an overview of the work by Chinese architect 
Wang Shu which stuck in my memory. The former, for his juxta‑
position of materials and stories; the latter, for the extraordinary 
symbiosis between a wholly contemporary form of expression and 
a space where cultural continuity cannot be overlooked. Wang Shu 
is the proof that orderly chaos can bring some happiness, even if it 
doesn’t feature in a specialised ranking system.

However, one can’t reach Danish happiness without some 
fears. That’s why it’s advisable to come down to earth and observe 
the facts that make this urban life and popular appreciation less 
colourful. Shall we start with politics? The Danish government 
wants to increase the defence budget by 20 per cent over the 
next five years, in order to address the increasing Russian military 
activity in Central and Eastern Europe. Last year, Russia, claiming 
they were mere routine exercises, moved some ballistic missiles to 
Kaliningrad, in the Baltic Sea, capable of reaching Copenhagen. 
Moscow rejects the alarmist response to its activities, and accuses 
the West of “inciting hysteria”. But the government in Copenha‑
gen has the clear impression that Russia is investing in defence 
and conducting large‑scale military drills along its borders with 
Baltic countries, breaking international norms and principles. 
And as recently as this month, Denmark accused Russia of shut‑
ting down the IT network in the Ministry of Defence and access‑
ing staff e‑mails from between 2015 and 2016.

Henrik Breitenbauch, head of the Centre for Military Stud‑
ies in the University of Copenhagen, welcomes me on a day of 
heavy rain, and our conversation focuses on two main concerns. 
Firstly, the consequences of the explosive combination between 
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the Russian displays of military power and the country’s propa‑
ganda machine among some parties from European democracies. 
“Even though NATO is still crucial in Denmark, and accepted 
as the priority alliance, among the right there is growing admi‑
ration for Putin, particularly in the People’s Party.” The party’s 
agenda is clear: a Eurosceptic approach, border control, restrict‑
ing immigration and an increase in public investment. Since 2015, 
Denmark has had a minority government, led by Lars Løkke Ras‑
mussen and supported in Parliament by the People’s Party. Sec‑
ondly, the potential influence of the ongoing debate about the 
generosity of the Danish social model in changing the identity of 
the country and its main parties. If we recall that, in 2016, even 
the social democrats voted in favour of that obscene law to con‑
fiscate assets from refugees – a blatant violation of basic rights 
protected by international conventions – and that three years 
ago cross‑party consensus increasingly applied the brakes to the 
UN and EU quota policy, we get a measure of where the debate 
is headed. In the midst of this, the appearance of websites with 
an agenda similar to that used by Breitbart, such as Den Korte 
Avis, is aimed at precipitating an approximation between a part 
of Danish politics and the American entrenched and nationalist 
atmosphere promoted by Donald Trump and Steve Bannon.

Restrictions to the arrival of immigrants have coincided with 
growing Danish dissatisfaction with its democracy. Polls tell us 
that nearly 70 per cent of the population believe that their opin‑
ions are not taken into account when making the most signifi‑
cant decisions on a national level, even though election turnout is 
over 80 per cent and consensus is often reached regarding impor‑
tant public policies. During electoral periods, political parties 
gather in Parliament for a democracy night or Snapstinget – liter‑
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ally, “Liqueur Parliament” – and there is a democratic tradition of 
holding meetings and round tables, organised by companies and 
organisations during the campaigns, to discuss public issues.

Even if this cohesion is not under threat, it has been facing iden‑
tity nuances, particularly evident in a tendency towards introver‑
sion and closure to Nordic cosmopolitanism, as it might be referred 
to. If the welfare state was, for years, a progressive topic, today it is 
defended as an anti‑immigration, conservative cause against inte‑
gration. The same has been happening in other Nordic countries, 
with far‑right parties governing Norway and Finland.

Let us establish a parallel with the United Kingdom, within 
this framework of Brexit negotiations. The link between immi‑
gration and the British welfare state was one of the main topics 
of the referendum about whether to remain in the EU. The role 
played by EU citizens in the UK job market – and their rights 
in terms of social benefits – is still at the centre of a heated and 
polarised debate about immigration in the EU. The idea that the 
UK had become too generous towards immigrants who only came 
to the country to reap its social benefits was one of the reasons 
which led many voters to support Brexit.

But this debate is not exclusive to the UK. Fears surround‑
ing the welfare pull effect are particularly relevant in Denmark, and 
several party leaders have already expressed their concerns about 
the generous nature of the country’s model and the EU’s open 
policy towards immigration. Among the EU states, Denmark has 
the highest proportion of non‑contributory benefits, and social 
welfare support can easily reach 1500 euros a month. The model 
is based on allowing public companies and institutions to respond 
very quickly to changes in demand and the economy, while ensur‑
ing that workers who lose their jobs receive assistance and have 
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access to training and new skills that will allow them to re‑enter 
the workforce. This results in a market with a very high volume of 
business and plenty of job opportunities. More importantly, Dan‑
ish people regard it as a success. Despite having limited official 
protection at work, the Danish are among the most positive in 
the EU when rating their professional situation. It’s been like this 
for years. The model meets the interests of both companies and 
employees, and it enables the Danish economy to easily adapt to 
changes in the global economy.

That is why the Danish welfare state is generally considered 
more attractive than the UK’s supposed “honey pot” and, there‑
fore, it is a more reliable case‑study to check if the theory of the 
pull effect caused by social benefits should be a genuine concern. 
Besides, while the British government has previously admitted to 
not knowing the extent to which EU migrants have benefitted 
from the country’s welfare system, there is extensive data on this 
subject in Denmark.

The twist is that, just as in the UK, the data shows that immi‑
grants have actually been net contributors in Denmark, helping 
to finance the welfare state which benefits them. These results 
force us to question the sense in a causality effect between free 
movement and abusing the social policy budget, suggesting that 
welfare is much less vulnerable to the impact of free movement 
than what the current political rhetoric would have us believe.

Let’s look at the example of the transformation in the social 
and political climate in Denmark, as a result of the wave of 
immigration and arrival of refugees. Kristian Mouritzen uses as 
an example Malmö, Sweden’s third largest city, separated from 
Copenhagen only by 40 kilometres and a bridge. Denmark and 
Sweden share a history, a language and a culture. Both countries 
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are favourable to open labour markets, high taxes and a gener‑
ous welfare state. However, as far as immigration is concerned, 
the two countries now belong to separate worlds. The Danish 
government adopted an approach opposed to granting political 
asylum. In September, it placed adverts in four Lebanese newspa‑
pers alerting potential immigrants of the difficulties they would 
have to face if they decided to move to Denmark. At first, it reluc‑
tantly offered to receive one thousand refugees from other Euro‑
pean countries, but it soon changed its mind. Sweden, on the 
other hand, opened its arms. This year, around 150,000 Syrians, 
Afghans and people from other nationalities requested asylum in 
Sweden, most of whom accessed it via Denmark. Proportionately 
speaking, it has welcomed more refugees than Germany.

This all changed in November 2015, when Stefan Löfven’s 
social democratic government gave in under the pressure of num‑
bers. Since April 2016, most refugees are only allowed temporary 
protection, and have lost their right to bring their families over 
to Sweden. To a country which places ethics and conscience pil‑
lars at the base of their foreign policy, this has represented a huge 
reversal in identity. Relations between Sweden and Denmark are 
now more dissonant than ever. Kristian Mouritzen even told me 
that “Danish people are suspicious of Swedes, of their neutrality, 
of their lack of official commitment to NATO, of the absence of 
an obligation towards international security, and of their naivety 
regarding the model for immigrant integration”. Whoever regards 
Scandinavia as a unified and inseparable block hasn’t been paying 
attention to the signs of the times.

Many Danes think that political correctness has stifled the 
debate about refugees in Sweden – unlike in Denmark, where no 
opinion is out of bounds. According to the Danish, this is exactly 
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what has allowed the Swedish far‑right democrats to reach the top 
of the polls as the only alternative to the overall pro‑immigration 
consensus. Over the years, the People’s Party, which started out as 
a ramification of an anti‑tax insurrection, has dragged moderate 
parties over to its corner: these days, even the social democrats 
are hardliners regarding immigration.

Immigration policies and strategies have proven a problem 
for both countries. Some Swedish cities have been divided into 
ethnicities; racist groups have burnt down refugee centres. In 
February, an armed Palestinian‑Danish man killed two people in 
Copenhagen: one at an event about freedom of expression, the 
other outside a synagogue. It is becoming harder and harder to 
fight the appeal of Islamist groups. Henrik Breitenbauch tells me 
that “ten large‑scale terrorist attacks have been prevented in the 
past decade”, showing that the problem of radicalism pre‑dates 
the wave of refugees, and that the integration model or fast‑grow‑
ing radicalisation might explain the increase in terrorist attacks.

Ellen Trane Nørnby is now the Health Minister, after hav‑
ing been in charge of education. A rising star at Venstre, the Lib‑
eral Party, she meets me in the magnificent gardens opposite the 
National Art Museum. Ellen is on maternity leave, after the birth 
of her second child, who joins us for our coffee. She begins by 
identifying the diagnoses of the other people I spoke to, paying 
particular attention to the alt‑right propaganda influenced by 
Russia and the “Swedish model for immigrant integration, which 
is too voluntarist and too generous”. In other words, she focuses 
on the eclipse of the “Nordic model” as a mantra for a region 
which, despite the fact that it cooperates in many areas, contains 
identities which are either pronounced or dissonant. The myth of 
regionalisation within Europe is unravelling.
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*

Post Scriptum: There is a growing political dilemma in Denmark 
regarding the possibility that the construction of the Nord 
Stream 2 offshore natural gas pipeline might enter its jurisdic‑
tion in Baltic waters. The project – which will directly connect 
Russian supply to Germany and is the result of a five‑company 
consortium (Russian, German, Dutch, French and Austrian) – has 
already been approved by Finland, but it has left the Poles and 
other Baltic states with their hair standing on end. Russian pres‑
sure on Denmark has been intense, as has American pressure in 
the opposite direction. As well as this project, the gigantic China 
Railway Group is interested in building the tunnel linking Den‑
mark to Sweden, which shows that Scandinavia might become a 
strategic appendix to the New Silk Road, even if it was never offi‑
cially a priority for Beijing. The Arctic truly is China’s main goal 
for the coming decades.
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I tend to assume that pessimism is still an analytical virtue, as long 
as it is able to sound the alarm in the public space, in the right 
way and with the right timing. But there comes a point when this 
isn’t enough. The campaign for the French presidential election 
is showing us that there is room to reinvent the formula to fight 
nationalism, party crystallisation and disenchantment with poli‑
tics. The success or failure of this method will define the success 
and failure of the European Union after the French presidential 
election, because the result will define Europe’s future. It is in 
France that the fate of all of us is being decided.

This campaign has displayed certain peculiarities, even on a 
historical level. There is no memory of a candidate from either 
of the two main parties in danger of not making it to the sec‑
ond round. That’s why it’s important to look at the way François 
Fillon and Benoît Hamon have been hit by the dynamics of the 
campaign. They were both elected in the primaries, but neither 
of them was acclaimed or able to build bridges with the defeated 
candidates. PS’s right wing gathered behind Emmanuel Macron, 
and the left, which was expected to remain loyal to Hamon, has 
shown its support for JeanLuc Mélenchon in the past few weeks. 
With socialists now under siege, this is the main news in this cam‑
paign: the French PS is on the brink of collapse.
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Fillon’s case is a little different, as he hasn’t suffered the same 
level of abandonment as his opponents – although he is not the 
object of great enthusiasm – nor did he represent an ideological 
faction within the Republicans. Fillon is classically conservative 
in morals, liberal in the economy and with an electoral base in 
rural France securing his position in the polls. The problem is 
that the legal investigation against him has caught him off guard, 
and his presumed triumphal march towards the Élysée has been 
thwarted. Even Macron’s apotheotic rise was initially welcomed 
by the Gaullist right: he was politically inexperienced enough so 
as not to be a threat to Fillon, and sufficiently at the centre to 
smash the socialists. But only the latter part of this thesis actually 
happened, and the French do not appear to be validating the for‑
mer. There are reasons for that.

The first is that novelty candidates are always appealing to 
voters everywhere. And not necessarily bizarre novelties, who 
show up without a script, manipulate truth and lies, and boast 
about anti‑systemic views (as in Trump’s case). There is also room 
for novelty in the other direction: only a few years of front‑line 
political experience, a structured discourse, a cosmopolitan pro‑
gramme, a less conventional, but fearlessly assumed personal his‑
tory. Macron has proven that this is the case, just like Jesse Klaver, 
leader of the Dutch Green Party, did in the recent general elec‑
tion, like Matteo Renzi initially did in Italy, and, in a way, Albert 
Rivera in Spain. What voters perhaps don’t want is fake novelty 
dressed up as joviality: apart from the fact that Hamon is about 
to turn 50, little is known about his life beyond the party roles 
he has held, interspersed with government roles since he was the 
leader of the Young Socialist Movement. Naturally this isn’t the 
only reason for his downfall, and the same journey can be applied 
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to others, but when the siege consists of Macron’s cosmopoli‑
tanism and Mélenchon’s radicalism, what significant difference 
can someone like Hamon hope to offer? Voters aren’t captivated 
merely by narratives or clear agendas: the profile and distinc‑
tive identity conveyed by each candidate is increasingly decisive 
for establishing empathy with the undecided, the angry and the 
unmotivated. Hamon was PS’s second big mistake in a row, after 
François Hollande.

The second reason is that Macron hasn’t just been a media, 
telegenic, charismatic phenomenon representing a generational 
clash in a politically aged France. He has been upfront and 
bold in presenting an increasingly articulate agenda, based on 
the principles of open society and on the merits of European 
integration, the relationship with Berlin, free trade, attracting 
investment, integrating foreign scientists, restructuring the 
state machinery, labour reforms, the single currency, holding 
firm against Moscow, the armed forces, fighting climate change. 
And he has enthusiastic followers and is hailed by many as the 
solution for France and the only one capable of smashing radi‑
calism in the second round. That might well happen, but Macron 
should bear in mind that the polls also indicate that the loyalty 
of those who say they will vote for him is nearly half of that chan‑
nelled by those who admit they will vote for Le Pen or Fillon. If 
there is flexibility in Macron’s corner, it might lie in his crowd 
more than in himself.

Which leads us to the danger. Polls show that, at a moment 
which is absolutely decisive for the future of both France and 
Europe, 40 per cent of constituents would rather vote for two 
candidates who admit to having as their role models Hugo Chávez 
and Vladimir Putin, respectively.
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Mélenchon and Le Pen are two sides of a rust‑corroded coin, 
with destructive agendas about everything and everyone, ampli‑
fying a menu of similar social woes with no reasonable basis in 
opposite directions. They want to implement a totalitarian state 
in people’s daily lives, creating an illusion of perpetual protec‑
tion. They wish to tear up alliances and cooperation agreements, 
throwing the country into the abyss. They have promised people 
heaven, knowing that it will be hell knocking on their door. They 
make threats just because, they yell because they can. Forty per 
cent of French people are about to fall for this trap. Best of luck, 
Macron.

If Marine Le Pen is the charismatic face of the National 
Front, Florian Philippot is the vital soldier in the party’s machine. 
As well as being the party’s vice‑president, Philippot is also Le 
Pen’s presidential campaign manager and the party’s strategic 
and communication ideologue. A sort of French Steve Bannon. 
This week, he has decided to copy his American counterpart and 
begin an anti‑media campaign, adopting exactly the same shoot‑
ing range against what he also calls – revealing great creativity – 
“fake news”: this applies to any news story, news summary or news 
report which does not bow down to the National Front. The logic 
used is simple: the “corrupt system” starts with traditional politi‑
cal parties, travels down to state and community institutions, and 
lands on the newsrooms of the main newspapers, TV channels or 
news agencies.

Victimisation is electorally comforting, it provides that warm 
cuddle which means the difference between getting to the second 
round and winning it, especially if, at that stage, the opponent’s 
discredit is being manipulated by professional and precise coun‑
terintelligence. This is what Sputnik, the Russian state‑run news 
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agency, started doing a few days ago, when it used its international 
platforms to spread rumours that Emmanuel Macron was a lackey 
of “American finance” and that he had visited Lebanon “at the 
taxpayers’ expense”, singling him out as Le Pen’s great challenge 
(the latter being immune to Sputnik’s negative news), and as a tar‑
get to be discredited.

The strategy of victimising the National Front also includes 
a financial strand, since it has been denied credit by the French 
banking system, and the party shamelessly accepts funding from 
Moscow, assuming this as a natural and inevitable consequence 
of the persecution they endure at home. What the FN does not 
admit to is that any organisation with a history of financial mis‑
management is unlikely to recover minimum credibility status 
in the banking system. Creating a fantasy narrative is a lot more 
effective than admitting that running a party’s finances in this way 
is one step away from destroying a country’s economy. In the same 
way that becoming a European MP only to collect the money the 
institution grants its elected representatives does not reflect well 
on the political honesty of someone who wants to become Presi‑
dent of the Republic. But history is being told differently, and the 
merit goes to strategists like Bannon and Philippot. But not exclu‑
sively. There is an associated merit which should be recognised in 
the sophisticated Russian platform for cyber‑attacks, particularly 
the APT28 group, responsible for leaking e‑mails from the Dem‑
ocratic Party during the US campaign, but also for regularly hack‑
ing government computer systems of countries such as Norway, 
the UK or the Netherlands. Speaking to any expert on the topic 
from the four corners of Europe, it becomes clear that the extent 
of the threat is not being properly conveyed by the more credible 
press, nor recognised by citizens as such.
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This happened in the Netherlands, but it’s also already hap‑
pened in Germany, and can easily be replicated in France, the 
UK, Italy or any other state, as insignificant as it may seem on the 
European political chessboard, such as the elections in Bulgaria, 
at the end of March, and the Czech Republic, in the autumn. All 
are relevant in the Russian strategy to dismember the West: first 
they take Manhattan, then, who knows, Berlin. And the worst 
part is that, in order for that to happen, they don’t even have to 
follow Leonard Cohen’s lyrics. All they need to do is take over the 
Élysée Palace. French people, unite.

Thomas Gomart, director of the Institut Français des Rela‑
tions Internationales, has been a committed observer of the cam‑
paign. His board met with all the candidates to debate each one’s 
foreign policy strategy, except for Le Pen, who refused to take 
part. Gomart welcomes me into his office and tells me that Fil‑
lon was the most well‑prepared, as a result of his experience as a 
prime minister. “Macron lacks gravitas”, admits Gomart. Despite 
this remark, the IFRI director has no doubt as to where the 
electoral pendulum is swinging: “Between the momentum gath‑
ered by Macron and the other sovereignty or anti‑EU agendas, 
although Macron’s inexperience in foreign policy might result in 
him becoming a sort of liberal pivot for the West, bearing in mind 
Brexit and the behaviour of presidents Putin and Trump. But, in 
order for that to happen, Germany’s response will be crucial.”

Which brings us to the long, final campaign debate between 
Macron and Le Pen, which confirmed the presidential profile of 
the former, exposed the inconsistencies in the proposals of the 
latter, but did not decisively resolve the presidential election. 
The good news is that Macron’s joviality was able to prove how 
to defeat years and years of populist experience: with argumen‑
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tative boldness, looking the opponent in the eye, with the merit 
of his programme and by deconstructing the opposing simplis‑
tic agenda. It took a 39‑year‑old‑politician to show the moder‑
ate fearless veterans who hover over European politics how it’s 
done. Was their experience of the war, of communist expansion 
and of other dictatorships not enough to fight with all their might 
against the threat of ongoing civilizational regression? Did it take 
someone with no experience of those horrors to bring the debate 
back to its rightful place and to brandish a list of arguments for 
the non‑negotiable protection of liberal and pluralist democra‑
cies? What a lesson, ladies and gentlemen. This is precisely why, 
when someone is thinking of taking part in politics or of defend‑
ing the European Union for all the positive consequences it has 
brought us, and all they see around them are defeatists‑turned‑
oracles of political announcements, they turn around and move 
on with their lives. What Europe needs is more Macrons, Renzis, 
Milibands (David), Riveras and Klavers, not Junckers, Corbyns, 
Berlusconis, Sarkozys, Hollandes and other characters straight 
out of the wax museum.

But let’s return to the debate. Many of those desperate enough 
to adhere to Le Pen’s following out of pure political emotion still 
need realistic solutions, a path for their children and grandchil‑
dren, an idea of France for the future and not a return to the past 
which can only re‑emerge under the form of tragedy. Le Pen has 
been promising them heaven, but we need to warn them that 
hell is coming instead. Therefore, demolishing the unity of the 
nationalist block will be a tall order, but not impossible if Le Pen 
(and her European allies) keeps sabotaging herself constantly, if 
she’s backed into a corner in public debates and if many come to 
the simple conclusion that her agenda is based purely on denial, 
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and doesn’t set out to build anything feasible or sustainable. In 
any case, Macron’s goal was never to win over National Front vot‑
ers; at best, it was only to unravel its cohesion.

It’s unlikely he will have achieved that goal tonight, but he has 
introduced the formula for the next level: June’s general election. 
Why? If Macron is to arrive at the Élysée, he needs to do so with 
a victory which validates the stable trend in the polls, which have 
given him a minimum of 60 per cent. Anything lower than that will 
be a great disappointment and might have an impact on two levels: a 
presidency based on an anti‑Le Pen Republican front, whose politi‑
cal strength will be below expectations and very far from the result 
achieved by Jacques Chirac against JeanMarie Le Pen (82 per cent, 
in 2002); some demotivation within the En Marche movement to 
successfully face the general election. For now, polls are giving it 
an excellent result for June, as well as for the Republicans, direct‑
ing this dialogue between the novel and the centre‑right tradition 
towards the potential key to govern France and the terms of its role 
for post‑Brexit European integration. In other words, Wednesday’s 
debate helped to solidify voting intentions for Macron, to proj‑
ect his agenda for the general election and to build the necessary 
bridges with François Fillon’s right. The breadth of Macron’s influ‑
ence in government will only be dictated by today’s result and by 
the dynamic he manages to secure for June. Therefore, let’s take 
this in stages, and the first step is to wait for the French to vote.

Until then, I present the opposite scenario. If there is a twist 
and Le Pen comes out victorious (mass abstention, most of Fil‑
lon and Mélenchon’s orphans voting for her, disengagement of 
the En Marche and anti‑Le Pen movements after thousands of 
e‑mails leaked about Macron), the stock market will nosedive, 
capital flight will reach a historic peak, European institutions and 
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several European governments will call for emergency meetings, 
the euro will have a knife at its throat and the spectre of ungov‑
ernability will preside over France. I don’t have to remind you of 
the absolute financial vulnerability which will strike Portugal, 
Italy, Spain and Greece, nor the absence of a safety net within the 
eurozone to face such turmoil. Motivation among the nationalist 
factions will increase exponentially ahead of the general election 
and what appeared to be a framework of some political stability 
will become institutional suffocation. Cohabitation will be a per‑
manent stumbling block within the state and institutions, there 
will be street reaction and terrorists will fall through the gaps of 
vulnerable national security. Unlike what Le Pen would have us 
believe, having her as president would only make both France and 
Europe poorer and more unsafe.

Proof of this was the surgical cyberattack on Macron 48 hours 
before the election. Not that everyone wasn’t expecting this, 
bearing in mind what happened with the US campaign and the 
scaremongering among German authorities before the Septem‑
ber general election – all signs followed very closely here in Paris, 
as several people connected to the community working on for‑
eign policy and French defence told me yesterday. All of this tells 
us that the Russian cybernetic crusade, not to mention its finan‑
cial and political support of the FN, is still undermining western 
democracies for the purpose of consolidating an anti‑EU nation‑
alist axis. On top of this, today we have Trump complimenting 
Farage, Erdogan, Le Pen and Duterte. Putin trying to change the 
electoral dynamics in Washington, Paris and Berlin. Europe has 
lost London and has too much Berlin. If we lose Paris, it will be 
the end of this liberal, plural, normative and democratic west. 
Nothing short of this is at stake today.
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No matter how often I visit Paris, I always have the same 
feeling: the French capital and I don’t get along. Few cities are 
as beautiful, but I’m still not attracted to it. As George Steiner 
once said, “we walk down a street in Paris and we see twenty blue 
plaques with the names of great poets or thinkers. We live in a 
large museum”. I think this is how I feel about it: Paris is a great, 
beautiful static city.

I am profoundly grateful to France. Tocqueville, Constant, 
Camus, Aron and Manent are part of the hard core of thinkers  
I admire. The French Revolution is still one of the key moments, 
for better or worse, in my ideological and academic education. 
Various other moments in European history have placed France 
at the centre of their development, and all of them, with lesser 
or greater tragic prevalence, have contributed to my interest in 
European politics. It is not an accident that I have returned to 
Paris at this moment: the future of Europe is once again entan‑
gled in France’s destiny.

Paris has experienced an electoral climax between a national‑
ist apocalypse (Le Pen) and a great cosmopolitan feat (Macron). 
To experience the denouement of this civilizational clash on the 
inside is to be at the heart of Europe’s near future. That’s why 
the death foretold of a progressive France was greatly exagger‑
ated. How many European countries could claim to have defeated 
apocalyptic populism with a bold liberal agenda? How many 
political analysts would have predicted that such a young and rel‑
atively‑unknown politician could have transformed French poli‑
tics so suddenly and excitingly? This is what France, from time to 
time, represents: unexpected cultural boldness.

With cultural heritage everywhere you look, and a world of art 
to explore, from the Louvre to Orsay, from Rodin to Pompidou, 
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from Quai Branly to Picasso, I wound up at the Cartier Founda‑
tion, dedicated to contemporary art and designed by Jean Nou‑
vel, right next to the Montparnasse cemetery, where Sartre, Aron, 
Baudelaire, Beckett and Serge Gainsbourg are buried. With a 
pleasant garden surrounding a tall building made entirely of glass, 
merging nature with colder materials, such as the multiple iron 
lines used, the Foundation took me away, for a few hours, from 
classical Parisian grandeur. Inside, a photography retrospective 
exhibition about the world of cars, from the classic models to the 
most modern, from the evolution of their details to their adoption 
by consumerist societies as an extension of individual aesthetics 
and power. Alongside this, but at night‑time, several artists are 
invited to use the Foundation spaces in any way they choose, be it 
for a music performance, a conference or through an installation, 
thus creating a nomadic feel through a programme that brings to 
Paris authors from Africa, Asia and other parts of the world. This 
is the Paris that appeals to me: open, cosmopolitan, innovative, 
aggregating, bubbling with ideas and cultural expressions.

Election night was fast approaching. I followed it all on the 
giant screens set up in the Louvre square, where the En Marche 
entourage gathered to, they hoped, greet the new president. 
There is much commotion on the streets, police vans (later I 
would find myself unexpectedly in the midst of confrontations 
between some troublemakers and the French police in the Par‑
mentier quarter), and huge excitement from a young and multi‑
cultural crowd. Macron, Président!, thousands of people shout in 
unison after going through all the security barriers. This is a gen‑
eration that knows no borders, that studied abroad, that comes 
and goes, that promptly reacts to a model of closure, to hate 
speech, to historical denial, to any voluntarist clash without a 
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safety net, to the manipulation of truth, to pacts with would‑be 
tyrants, to an amateurish programme wrapped up in ideological 
professionalism. This generation was with Macron with con‑
viction, it wasn’t supporting him the way that Cunhal once did 
with Soares. And, even with a crowd of voters who, for regime 
reasons, adhered to the grotesque “lesser evil” thesis, the truth is 
that Macron won among all age groups, all income brackets, both 
sexes, all levels of education and both in rural and urban areas. 
Out of the 102 departments into which France is administratively 
divided (97 internal and five overseas), Macron only lost in two 
(Aisne and Pas‑de‑Calais). France was less divided than we were 
made to believe.

Hundreds of reporters prepare their live coverage, French 
flags are handed out and there are stickers on people’s lapels. Not 
even the cold discourages the crowd. Countdown begins and the 
tension is released with an explosion of joy. Macron is France’s 
new president, and the hardest battle in the European year had 
finally been won. I stay on the square, there are rumours that the 
new president will make a speech a few hours later. I comment on 
the story for the Antena 1 radio station in Lisbon, and I try not to 
give in to fatigue. There are rappers on stage, the atmosphere is 
similar to that of a summer festival, car horns beep constantly in 
the manner of a sports victory.

Macron finally makes his way onto the podium, a lonely walk 
followed by the cameras. His nervousness shows, his speech is not 
memorable, and the pressure is certainly tremendous at the age of 
39: to re‑establish Paris as the capital of a country which has been 
the engine of European politics so many times, and which may, 
with the nationalist darkness defeated for now, re‑emerge with 
pride and progressiveness. But the truth is that we all know that, 
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behind a Cartier Foundation capable of meeting that challenge, 
there is always an excessively classical assembly line.

In reality, whoever had promised, a year ago, that this recipe 
would be in any way successful, would have been deemed mad. 
But Macron has proven that there is room for reform at the cen‑
tre within a crystallised party system, within a public adminis‑
tration which is averse to reformation, and in a hyperpolarised 
environment. His success may lead to an incremental and sensible 
adaptation of the European Union to global competitiveness and 
promote a structure based on the eurozone – both crucial for the 
reindustrialisation of France, for modernising the economy and 
generating employment. If he fails, the way will be paved for tri‑
umphal marching of the black shirts in the next electoral cycles, 
and that is why the weight of responsibility might be the biggest 
of Macron’s fragilities.

Macron ended up conceding to Le Pen a referendum on two 
of the National Front’s most despised issues: globalisation and 
the European Union. Macron won them both, politically legiti‑
mising his position in the new French party framework, and 
placing his agenda on an improbable route to electoral success. 
What does he need to proceed en marche? He needs a resounding 
victory in the June general election. Not just winning, he needs 
to position his movement within a party with wide parliamen‑
tary representation where nothing can be done without him, 
and where, if anything, a lot can be done against him. But this 
is where a fresh and reinforced presidential position can dictate 
his place within the system. In that respect, the second round 
in the presidential election was just another step towards the 
governability of France (and the EU), not the final one. Also in 
that respect, Hollande’s approval ratings, close to a dying phone 
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battery, allow Macron to shape the presidency to his style and 
dynamic. Hollande, the scooter‑driving Casanova, was the final 
nail in the coffin of an Élysée Palace which had become cap‑
tive to palatial staleness, of a gilded providence, and the majestic 
pose of a decrepit lineage.

Macron also taught Hillary Clinton a lesson when he drew a 
line between Le Pen’s voters and himself. He didn’t make the ter‑
rible mistake committed by the Democratic candidate when she 
called Trump’s voters “deplorable”, an arrogance which ended up 
confirming the general perception which hovered over her and 
which crystallised her, beyond return, on an elitist pedestal to be 
targeted by the masses, and was the reason for the desertion of 
many who had supported Obama twice. Another comparison that 
can be drawn with the US campaign was the way in which Macron 
dealt with the lies planted in the press and spread online, espe‑
cially in the final 48 hours of the campaign, when a few thousand 
e‑mails and private documents about him emerged, leaked by the 
diabolical triangle of electoral software hacking, Wikileaks‑Rus‑
sia‑American far‑right.

Unlike the experienced apparatus accompanying Mrs Clin‑
ton, which was completely adrift when she suffered that fatal 
cyberattack, Macron measured up to the situation: he challenged 
responsible media to fight alongside him, he immediately coun‑
ter‑attacked so that no lie could become the truth (like his sup‑
posed account in the Bahamas), forcing Le Pen to withdraw her 
suspicions, and he mobilised voters to defend the Republic’s sov‑
ereignty and the transparency of democratic rules. The rest was 
taken care of by Macron’s digital team, led by Mounir Mahjoubi: 
on maximum alert for weeks, they created vast amounts of fake 
e‑mail accounts and documentation to trick and deceive likely 
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hacker attacks. With only 18 members, Macron’s team gained 
enough time to keep his agenda on the right course, without los‑
ing its direction. No Putin, no party. 

Meanwhile, this last week in Washington has shown that 
what is happening in the White House makes Nixon look like an 
altar boy. The company owned by Trump’s increasingly powerful 
son‑in‑law, Jared Kushner, has been in China trying to captivate 
millionaires, waving his closeness to the president as bait. Ser‑
gei Lavrov and the Russian ambassador in DC met with Trump 
in the Oval Office, but only the Russian press was allowed to 
attend. The director of the FBI, to whom Trump owes a great 
deal, suffered the kiss of death and was fired right in the midst of 
the investigation about possible collusion between the Kremlin 
and the Republican candidate’s campaign aides. If there were any 
more days in the week, more scandals would surely emerge. This 
is another reason why it is imperative that Macron is successful.

*

Post Scriptum: Macron won the June election by an overall major‑
ity, and got a vast number of MPs with no political experience 
elected. On the other hand, he formed a joint and more experi‑
enced government, led by a Republican prime minister. President 
Macron’s energy and vitality did not prevent his approval ratings 
from dropping over the following months, largely due to the fact 
that he was not able to implement several of his causes and his 
liberalising programme for the labour agenda. Reform proposals 
for the eurozone are still frozen, waiting for Berlin to decide on 
its government. A failure in understanding between France and 
Germany could mean, in the long run, reopening the door to the 
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nationalists. The worst that could happen to France would be for 
Macron to represent a mere interlude in history.
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It’s cosmopolitan, open, mixed, aquatic, archipelagic. It knows 
how to welcome, entertain, show a good time. It treats us well. 
I loved Stockholm at first sight, not least because I like cities that 
are diverse in races and styles, social aesthetics which, despite 
growing problems with ethnic closure in some neighbouring 
quarters, define the liberal concept which should preside over a 
community space such as the European one. Unfortunately, there 
is a certain atmosphere of social hygienisation and proto‑author‑
itarianism which is gradually seeping into political systems – two 
anathemas which we can never do enough to combat in a timely 
manner.

In 2015, 163,000 asylum seekers arrived in Sweden, mostly 
from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq, in what was the biggest influx 
recorded in an OECD country proportionately to its population 
(ten million). A year later, two fifths of the requests for asylum had 
been rejected. One of the main problems has been to find jobs 
for the refugees, given that practically every new job in Sweden 
requires applicants to have completed at least secondary educa‑
tion. Now, a third of the most recent wave of refugees, mostly 
women, have less than nine years of schooling, which makes it 
almost impossible for them to enter the job market, due to labour 
agreements between unions and employers which have increased 
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salaries and made it more difficult to create unskilled jobs. Immi‑
gration is also pointed to as partly responsible for the general drop 
in the quality of education, assessed by PISA reports. All of this 
has generated a debate about how the accumulation of wealth has 
enabled Sweden to create and maintain an ethnical sub‑category 
confined to invisible suburbs. Sensitive to these concerns, busi‑
ness groups and some politicians defend that the current labour 
model should be suspended in order to encourage employability, 
but sceptics fear that this will ruin the labour market. This debate 
will certainly dominate the 2018 general election.

On a rainy morning, I have a meeting scheduled with two 
well‑known Swedish journalists, former Brussels correspondents, 
Henrik Brors, for TT News Agency, and Ingrid Hedström, for the 
main daily newspaper, Dagens Nyheter. We arrange to meet for cof‑
fee at the Hotel Rival, owned by one of the members of Abba, 
Benny Andersson. Here, even though Waterloo springs to mind, 
it is not yet with alarm that my colleagues describe the Swedish 
moment, “despite the fact that party fragmentation heralds a very 
difficult scenario for the next election”. They are both pessimistic 
about the growing xenophobia, but confident that the left‑wing 
coalition “will remain sensitive to an open society and the inte‑
gration of immigrants”. Ingrid, who became a full‑time writer 
after leaving journalism, thinks that, generally speaking, Swedish 
people want “more EU management of immigration and refu‑
gees, despite some of the usual Euroscepticism, which has never 
slipped into an anti‑EU rhetoric”. Nowadays, Brors points out, 
“there are voices in politics closer to Moscow than Brussels, as we 
can see by the admiration much of the far‑right feel for Putin”.

The Russian factor in Sweden has become relevant in the 
positions defended by some parties, which proves that North‑
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ern European countries are not immune to this matter. Bjorn 
Fagersten, director of the European programme at the Swedish 
Institute of International Affairs, reminds me of the threaten‑
ing tone used by Putin regarding the possibility of Sweden join‑
ing NATO, which makes Moscow an important element in the 
internal debate. Besides, the management of the Mediterranean 
migratory crisis isn’t the only matter being followed closely in 
Stockholm. They are also carefully tracking the development of 
Brexit negotiations. Why? In Fagersten’s opinion, shared earlier 
by Brors, “Brexit exposes Sweden’s position, which tends to be 
comfortably hidden behind British positionings, for instance, 
regarding a common defence within the Union. The British 
exit forces Stockholm to make more proactive decisions and to 
respond to the continentalisation of European integration, which 
is largely centred on the Franco‑German dynamics”. What are 
the expectations? Fagersten admits that there is, in some politi‑
cal and strategic circles, the wish to implement “a regional rap‑
prochement to the United Kingdom, to form a Nordic block”, 
but he doesn’t think there is enough national consensus to break 
with the EU. Not least because there are other identity factors 
which maximise the Swedish competitive advantage in the Euro‑
pean market.

Sweden is one of the highest‑ranking countries on OECD’s 
labour force participation rates, despite the generous programmes 
in terms of unemployment benefits. The Swedish economy is one 
of the strongest in the European Union, and the country leads 
OECD ranking in terms of assistance provided to workers who 
have been made redundant, with over 85 per cent finding new 
jobs within a year, especially thanks to those agreements between 
employers and social partners. The Swedish model helps to make 
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the economy more dynamic and assists companies in freeing 
themselves from non‑productive job posts without having to face 
resistance from unions, allowing the recently‑unemployed to find 
new jobs in a short space of time, duly equipped with qualified 
training.

The idea behind it isn’t to protect jobs, but to support work‑
ers. In this way, Swedish companies are supported by public struc‑
tures through restructuring processes, which allow them to adapt 
to new market conditions and thus remain competitive. Con‑
tract termination negotiations are made easier, and the expecta‑
tion of re‑entering the job market is usually fulfilled, which also 
contributes to assuaging employers’ feelings of guilt. Financial 
contributions towards job security boards is seen as beneficial 
to the company’s reputation and public image in terms of cor‑
porate social responsibility. In short, Swedish collective culture 
leads people and companies to support policies which might not 
benefit them personally, but which help to consolidate a national 
identity model. The wave of refugees came to shake this common 
edifice.

After going up to the Gondolen for an evening with a view 
over the old part of the city, I went into the Fotografiska, near one 
of the many busy piers. The first impact came from a retrospec‑
tive exhibition of the work of 30 photographers about horses, and 
the way we relate to them in different parts of the world. But what 
is really worth visiting in that museum is the restaurant located 
at water level, with great big windows simulating a stay on board, 
and a walkway along the river bank which invites you to enjoy the 
last light reflexes on the water, before moving on to the streets in 
the Södermalm quarter or to the Hötorgshallen and Östermalms 
markets.
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Between bridges and canals, islands and cycle lanes, the day 
of the marathon and the bustle of recreational boats, there are 
enough green spaces to fit iconic buildings amid the trees. I often 
find myself struggling with the question: do I go in or stay out‑
side? Skeppsholmen, for instance, with its Modern Art Museum, 
the Galaesen theatre and the jazz festival. Or Djurgarden, with 
its Nordic Museum and Vasa, an incredible space harbouring the 
only 17th‑century warship in the world, which sank off Stock‑
holm’s coast on the day it was inaugurated. The renovation work 
with its ornamental detail makes it an unmissable visit, and we 
also learn about the fantastic story of when it was pulled up from 
the bottom of the ocean 333 years later. It becomes obvious that 
Sweden’s maritime streak, its propensity to conquer its Nordic 
neighbours (particularly Finland), the territorial diffusion across 
the Baltic Sea and the safety of its geography in relation to the 
continent (Sweden has not taken part in any wars since 1814) have 
promoted, over the centuries, a progressive model of agricultural, 
industrial and political ingenuity.

It was precisely under the auspices of the royal House of 
Vasa that, from the 16th century onwards, the state machinery 
was designed according to a system that was at once bureau‑
cratic, solicitous and assuring. The social transformation among 
remonstrative farmers and a middle class which was more or less 
controllable ended up defining the relationship between state, 
political power and society. Cyclic coalitions prevented the 
expansion of radicalism during dire moments in the 20th century, 
and permanent negotiations between unions and employers led 
to the shaping of a national platform of stability, predictability 
and modernisation. Not having had to endure the destruction 
caused by the two world wars, Sweden was able to move on with 
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a model of preserved success, based on one of the great para‑
doxes of contemporary politics: building a strong state as a guar‑
antor of individual freedom. Today, there are growing doubts 
about the magnanimous nature of this model, but if it manages 
to persevere, perhaps there will have been no greater feat except 
for when Vasa finally saw the light of day again, 333 years after it 
had sunk.

After 200 years of peace, Sweden has become known for its 
neutrality and international mediation. The conservative Mod‑
erate Party, which led coalition governments between 2006 and 
2014, made so many cuts to the military budget that its own 
Defence minister at the time, Mikael Odenberg, was forced to 
resign. By 2015, defence expenses had fallen to 1.1 per cent of the 
GDP, versus 2.6 per cent in 1988. But the perceived Russian threat 
and gradual US withdrawal from European security have made 
Sweden more anxious, and a government made up of social demo‑
crats and greens was the one to begin rebuilding its armed forces.

After 2014, when Moscow annexed the Crimean peninsula and 
frightened the Baltic countries, which feared that border viola‑
tion might become a part of a wider pattern, Swedish authorities 
confirmed that an unidentified submarine had entered territorial 
waters near Stockholm. As well as this incident, it’s important to 
point out Russia’s regular aircraft incursions into Swedish airspace.

For all these reasons, in March 2017, Sweden announced that 
mandatory military service would be reinstated, having been 
abolished in 2010 after 109 years. “It is clear that the security situ‑
ation in Sweden’s bordering countries has changed for the worse”, 
Peter Hultqvist, Defence Minister, publicly stated. However, 
recruitment isn’t universal. Despite the recruitment campaigns, 
at the beginning of 2016, the armed forces only included 5,800 
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full‑time members of staff, soldiers and sailors – around 800 less 
than required. As far as reservists go, there are seven thousand 
less than the goal set for ten thousand. The low salaries offered is 
one of the reasons; the other is that young people consider mili‑
tary service to be old‑fashioned. A report commissioned by the 
government in 2016 concluded that, between 2010 and 2015, the 
military recruited a little over half of the numbers they needed, 
and that most of the recruits ended up quitting military life. The 
report suggested that the number of reservists should be increased 
to 23,000, using, as an incentive, the offer for the state to pay for 
their university education. The Swedish army also needs to invest 
in material and infrastructures. There might be some problems 
related to human resources, but the real difficulty lies in funding.

In September 2016, another report commissioned by the Swed‑
ish government concluded that there were advantages in Sweden 
joining NATO, due to the perceived Russian threat, the atmo‑
sphere of insecurity in the Baltic region and an unusual alignment 
between the parties. It’s worth remembering that, in 2015, two 
centre‑right parties – the Centre Party and the Christian Demo‑
crats – changed their views on NATO and aligned with their allies 
in the opposition – the Moderate Party and the Liberal Party – in 
support of joining. According to a recent survey, 43 per cent of 
Swedish people think their country should join NATO, against 37 
per cent opposing it (20 per cent don’t know/don’t answer). This 
represents a complete turnaround compared to 37 per cent for 
and 42 per cent against in a similar survey conducted 12 months 
ago. Still, political resistance against joining NATO is still solid 
among the left‑wing parties which currently run the country as 
a coalition. The current leader of the Social Democrats, Löfven, 
has insisted that the country has no plans to join NATO, and that 
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the freedom of alliances model has been appropriate to the coun‑
try’s needs. The Minister for Foreign Affairs, Margot Wallström, 
has suggested that joining NATO now would represent an unnec‑
essary provocation of Russia, at what is already a tense moment.

With more or less ongoing rhetorical forcefulness, the reality is 
that future NATO membership has been dominating the internal 
debate in Sweden for the past few months. For the first time, the 
opposition block, formed by four parties, is defending accession 
to the Alliance, which puts pressure on Stefan Löfven’s centre‑left 
government. The former has the support of the NATO secretary 
general, Norwegian Jens Stoltenberg; and, as well as basing itself 
on pre‑existing bilateral cooperation, Stockholm has decided to 
increase military spending until 2020 and to station troops on 
the island of Gotland, in the Baltic Sea, for the first time in ten 
years. The far‑right, the Swedish Democrats, is also against join‑
ing NATO, a factor which could unite the centre around pushing 
to enter the Atlantic Alliance. Bjorn Fagersten, who follows this 
debate closely as an investigator and an analyst, concludes that 
“accession to NATO is currently frozen due to a lack of political 
and social consensus, and also because the current government 
has invested in improving the country’s bilateral relationship with 
Washington”, as shown by the reception of Defence Secretary, 
General Jim Mattis, a week ago. For the Swedes, this partnership 
essentially secures everything that accession could offer, with the 
advantage that in this way the country is not obliged to meet bud‑
getary goals and doesn’t have to suffer the pressure imposed by the 
Trump administration: to be under the American security blanket 
and to become militarily equipped with cutting‑edge material.

However, despite the uncertainty regarding Sweden’s direc‑
tion about NATO, the truth is that this debate is alive and 
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well, and that the feelings of insecurity which Russian actions 
have triggered are not a taboo subject in Swedish politics. Only 
recently, in anticipation of Jim Mattis’ visit to Stockholm, the 
Swedish Defence Minister, Peter Hultqvist, defined Moscow’s 
behaviour pattern: “Military action is the most obvious, but also 
there is also the so‑called hybrid warfare, which includes various 
forms of cyberattacks, disinformation and fake news that can cre‑
ate uncertainty in society.”

But not all the growing destabilising sources which threaten 
the Swedish social model and its neutral status are located 
abroad. For example, a 2015 case recently uncovered has 
exposed institutional vulnerability and the public’s distrust of 
national security titleholders. At the time, the Swedish Trans‑
port Agency, Transportstyrelsen, signed a maintenance contract 
with IBM, which in turn outsourced the work to subcontrac‑
tors in the Czech Republic and Serbia. The decision was made 
by the agency’s director general despite the fact that the intel‑
ligence services advised her not to. The same director general 
ignored the three main security laws – National Security Law, 
Personal Data Law and Publicity and Privacy Law – and some 
investigation reports on the case suggest that the security of the 
country was compromised, given the fact that some employees 
had access to police databases containing information about 
“protected identities” and many other sensitive personal data. 
The debate resumes in a few moments, and it will not be gentle. 
There are several ongoing transformations in this Sweden which 
remains neutral only officially.

*
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Post Scriptum: Sweden has announced that it will enter into nego‑
tiations to buy a Patriot missile system, estimated to cost around 
one billion euros, instead of opting for a European solution. 
Included in the defence industrial cooperation between Sweden 
and the US are, among others, building an aircraft for combat 
training, a project which came out of a partnership between Saab 
and Boeing. In politics, despite the security crisis regarding the 
management of sensitive public data, Stefan Löfven’s government 
managed to retain parliamentary support, but he sacked the min‑
isters of the interior and infrastructures.
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The European Union hasn’t proven to be particularly well‑equipped 
to deal with a world where geopolitics reigns, where govern‑
ments and most citizens seem to be obsessed with borders and 
territories, and tend to measure success less through economic 
growth and more based on national pride. This limitation is par‑
ticularly evident in the Balkan region, where the EU’s ability to 
think and act as a geopolitical player has been constantly put to 
the test.

There is currently growing momentum for greater integration, 
after a period when the EU became known as an organisation with 
little funds and many constraints. An encouraging development, 
although little known, was the recent ratification of a friendship 
treaty between Bulgaria and Macedonia, two countries with his‑
torically difficult relations, often for trivial reasons. By reach‑
ing an understanding, the countries have sent the message that 
the time has come to find solutions for the entire Balkan region. 
However, in order for the EU to be successful in this ambition, 
it must be aware of the geopolitical changes that have occurred. 
In 2003, when the EU promised the region membership, there 
was little doubt that the future of the Balkans would be Euro‑
pean. Russia regarded the region as a transit area for its energy 
exports destined for Western European markets. Moscow’s goal 
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was, therefore, to maintain a certain level of influence without 
competing with Brussels.

Fifteen years ago, Turkey was motivated by the prospect of 
joining the EU. For that reason, it reshaped its political strategy in 
the Balkans in order to prove its own strategic value to Europe. At 
the time, nobody spoke about China in the Balkans. Today, geopo‑
litical competition is fierce. This year, China is set to become the 
first foreign investor in Serbia. Plans to build a high‑speed railway 
between the Greek port of Piraeus and Budapest, via Belgrade, 
are immensely valuable to China, as it establishes its trade route 
“one belt, one road” between Asia and Europe. The Chinese hope 
that the countries in the Western Balkans will eventually be inte‑
grated into the European single market, although China is not in 
a rush to have to submit its infrastructure projects to EU laws.

Should the EU encourage the Western Balkan countries to 
adopt community laws now or later? Is the EU ready to offer these 
states compensation if they lose Chinese investment as a result of 
their integration? On the other hand, Russia’s approach has also 
shifted. Brussels doesn’t need a spy in the Kremlin to know that 
Moscow will do everything in its power to prevent Macedonia 
from joining NATO – not because of its strategic relevance, but 
for its symbolic value.

The Balkan region is Russia’s prime location for working towards 
destabilising the EU, given that the political costs would be very 
low, both in financial terms and regarding the risk of facing the 
USA. Therefore, the job of European diplomacy will be to con‑
vince Moscow that growing tensions would not be in its best 
interest. Is the EU ready for that? And then there’s Turkey, whose 
relationship with the EU is at an all‑time low. It is not yet clear 
how Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the Turkish president, will play his 
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cards in the Western Balkans. While Ankara tries to exert its 
influence among the Muslim communities in the Balkans, Mos‑
cow applies its own leverage over the Christian Orthodox group. 
Russia and Turkey might eventually coordinate their policies, just 
like they have tried to do in Syria. If the EU is too slow in waking 
up to these new geopolitical realities, its strategy for the Western 
Balkans will be defeated.

Vlatko Cvrtila, Dean of the Zagreb University for Applied Sci‑
ences and former advisor on defence matters to the former Pres‑
ident of the Republic, Stjepan Mesic, receives me in his office, 
located on the main city square, Ban Jelačić. Cvrtila does not hesi‑
tate to say that, “despite the fact that the generous community 
funding was not particularly well used in Croatia for visible proj‑
ects, the national goal is to see the entire region joining the EU 
and NATO, perhaps with the exception of Serbia”.

The Bosnian case is “the most complex in the Balkan region”, 
and Cvrtila goes so far as to defend “a special system within the 
framework of negotiations with the EU”, due to its ethnic and 
administrative complexity, but also because of its “exposure to 
jihadist terrorism”, as pointed out by Zrinko Petener, advisor to 
the presidency in matters of domestic security. Concerned about 
Bosnian funding coming from Middle Eastern countries, particu‑
larly Saudi Arabia, Petener recalls the radicalism which has been 
perpetuated in mosques and “not very recommendable” schools. 
Croatia constantly monitors Bosnian insecurity, but Cvrtila does 
not forget a particular fact: “The first mosque built in the Bal‑
kans outside Bosnia was in Zagreb, in 1987. Funding came from 
the Emirate States.” Both agree on one thing: Bosnia‑Herze‑
govina might be the next target of Russian influence, after the 
attempted coup in Montenegro in October 2016. At a time when 
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Angela Merkel and Federica Mogherini reaffirm the strategic pri‑
ority to consolidate the Balkans in the European security agenda, 
Cvrtila thinks that “Croatia is not selling its Balkan expertise in 
Brussels when it comes to the next steps in the negotiations for 
accession”, and that there is another topic which has been for‑
gotten by European press, but which is important to Zagreb: the 
definition of the border between Croatia and Slovenia. And he 
concludes by enunciating a pattern which history has proven as 
certain: “Everything is temporary in the Balkans.”

Pessimism or realism aside, I arrived in Zagreb under a warm, 
early summer sun, until the dignity of a moving statue took me 
back in time. The iconic image of Dražen Petrović, the legendary 
Croatian basketball player, NBA star in the 1990s and killed in a 
violent car crash at the height of his career, was right there, out‑
side the pavilion named after him. Petrović is to Zagreb and Croa‑
tia just like Michael Jordan is to Chicago and the USA. Zagreb is 
a capital at the centre of Europe, geographically located in the 
Balkans, which, in fact, provides the context for the predominant 
political thinking in the country: to avoid excessive association 
with the rest of the Western Balkans, and to be more proactive 
among the Europeans who have become integrated and nor‑
malised in recent continental history, so that they can become 
one of them. In order for that to happen, it is essential to secure 
political and social stability, intelligent diplomacy, some strategic 
attractive points and a solid national identity. Croatia is, after all, 
the youngest member of the European Union.

Here, I go back in time, and think of the first images I 
remember associating with Croatia: precisely that post‑Yugo‑
slavian international character, based on sports played by the 
masses. In fact, that was the strategy used by President Tudman, 
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the first in independent Croatia, for whom sports were “the pri‑
mary factor through which nations could be told apart after the 
war”. I remember the final in the 1992 Olympic basketball tour‑
nament, where they lost only to the legendary dream team made 
up of Jordan, Magic Johnson and Larry Bird. Then, Petrović’s 
ascension to the almost unattainable stardom represented by 
NBA. And finally, the arrival of the golden generation at the 
top of the big football competitions, during the 1996 Euro Cup 
and the 1998 World Cup (third place), both due to the wonder‑
quintet who had won the 1987 U‑20 World Cup, then wearing 
Yugoslavian shirts – Šuker, Boban, Jarni, Štimac and Prosinečki. 
Sports didn’t just help to affirm the Croatian nation in post‑war 
territory; it also projected its special ones onto the podium of 
the best in the world.

I find myself in a confident, sophisticated and well‑preserved 
city. Boban restaurant is full and the narrow roads leading up to 
the Gornji Grad hill call for mandatory stops at the Museum 
of Broken Relationships, at St Mark’s Church – with its colour‑
ful rooftops of the coat of arms of the Kingdom of Croatia (16th 
and 17th centuries) and the city of Zagreb, in the middle of the 
square of the same name, also home to the government headquar‑
ters and parliament – at the Croatian Museum of Naïve Art, or 
at Didov San, over some chilled white wine and marvellous fried 
frogs. I walk down to Ban Jelačić Square, I go past the cathedral , 
and I visit the traditional Dolac market. I walk a great deal. I go 
into the Museum of Illusions, the National Theatre, the classic 
Mimara. Until I return to the iconic Petrović, that moving statue 
which led me through Zagreb so adroitly.

Next to the monument celebrating Petrović is the Agrokor 
headquarters, in a tall building which stands out in the Croatian 
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capital’s cityscape. Outside the door, I notice a group of reporters 
and become curious, until one of them tells me that it’s about the 
“most complex case in national politics”. Founded 25 years ago 
by Ivica Todorić, an entrepreneur who began making his fortune 
with farming businesses back in the days of former Yugoslavia 
and who expanded his empire in the Tudman era, holding com‑
pany Agrokor is made up of 143 companies, which directly employ 
57,000 people in Croatia, Slovenia, Serbia, Bosnia‑Herzegovina 
and Hungary. In Croatia alone, it owns 700,000 supermarkets 
under the brand Konzum.

Until only a few years ago, Agrokor was one of the main poster 
companies for the Croatian business sector. In the 1990s, when 
the country was isolated and in turmoil, and foreign investment 
was scarce, Todorić began to take back some of the old commu‑
nist economy. He was seen as a positive influence, intent on mod‑
ernising the retail business, and he had the support of all political 
parties. Zdravko Marić, current Finance Minister, worked for 
Agrokor until he took office in 2016. In fact, it was precisely 
because of his questionable role in the whole process of the 
group’s insolvency that parliament watched the government, sup‑
ported by the centre‑right coalition led by Prime Minister Andrej 
Plenkovic, submit a confidence motion in April 2017, while one 
of its junior partners refused his support, giving way to a seri‑
ous political crisis. It was only in June, shortly before I arrived 
in Zagreb, that the crisis would be resolved, through a new par‑
liamentary arrangement and government restructuring, this time 
based on a formula which had never before been used in Croatia: 
a vast coalition between the Christian Democrats (HDZ) and a 
social‑liberal coalition (HNS). Agrokor’s scandal is already trans‑
forming the Croatian political landscape.
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In 2014, Agrokor bought Mercator, a Slovenian supermarket 
chain with stores in the entire region. At the time, Konzum faced 
fierce competition from foreign rivals, as the Croatian market 
gradually opened up after joining the EU in 2013. The move to buy 
Mercator, which was funded by various routes, proved untenable 
for Agrokor and, when both national and foreign banks started 
turning their backs, the Russians stepped up. Sberbank, the big‑
gest Russian bank and Agrokor’s largest creditor, to which it owes 
1.1 billion euros, has meanwhile brought proceedings against 
Todorić for fraud. The VTB, the second biggest Russian bank, is 
also a creditor. Both banking institutions are controlled by the 
Kremlin. Throughout a large part of this process, the press has 
been easy on the magnate, as it feared losses in advertising and a 
drop in distribution at the points of sale controlled by the group. 
However, in April 2017, faced with the accumulation of debt, furi‑
ous creditors and sceptical suppliers, Todorić ended up placing 
his empire in the hands of the Croatian government who, after 
approving a bespoke law, made the state the de facto administra‑
tor of the group. Thus, an era which had begun 25 years earlier, 
came to an end.

It is estimated that the collapse of the empire will affect 
around half a million people, and that the Croatian economy 
will shrink ten per cent, or even more. According to the Euro‑
pean Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the group’s 
pending debt securities are the equivalent of nearly 15 per cent 
of the country’s GDP. Which means that this is a political and 
economic, but also strategic problem for the assertion of Croatia 
within the European Union. One of the main goals for the next 
few years is to accomplish an intention stated when the country 
joined in 2013: to adopt the euro within the next ten years, thus 
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removing exchange rate risks and securing lower interest rates. 
In fact, around 75 per cent of local deposits and 67 per cent of 
debt are already in euros. Around 60 per cent of Croatian trade 
is with the eurozone, and 70 per cent of tourism revenue comes 
from countries that are part of the single currency.

The centre‑right government led by Andrej Plenković came to 
power in October 2016, and the prime minister stated his inten‑
tion for Croatia to join the European exchange rate mechanism 
within the three following years, before it takes over the presi‑
dency of the European Union in 2020. Croatia’s main challenge 
before joining the euro will be to reduce public debt, which is 
slightly over 80 per cent of the GDP, to 72 per cent by the end of 
the decade. Agrokor’s negative impact might jeopardise the sta‑
bility of Croatia’s European roadmap.

During the week I spend in Zagreb, Donald Trump arrives in 
Warsaw, a trip followed extremely closely by Croatian political 
wings, after the US president’s European visit for the NATO sum‑
mit in Brussels (25 May), and before the G20 summit in Hamburg 
(7/8 July). As expected, the G20 multilateral dynamics isolated the 
USA, and his round with Putin exposed Trump’s ineptness. Wash‑
ington comes out badly from both of them. For Trump, anything 
is bilateral, everything has a price, and anything is susceptible of 
free choice. The fact that he sent his daughter Ivanka in his place 
for one of the meetings with world leaders is a gesture closer to 
the nepotism expected from a Central Asian dictatorship than a 
respectable democracy. Perhaps the time has come to refer to a 
Trump regime rather than a Trump administration.

Putin/Lavrov’s experience beat Trump/Tillerson’s hot air by 
ten to one: the latter promptly believing that the Kremlin did not 
interfere in the 2016 election, which equates to effectively derid‑
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ing the ongoing investigation by American institutions. There is 
no memory of a president who so enthusiastically benefits the 
offender, celebrates the feat and goes on smiling. The same hap‑
pened in Warsaw, a more important meeting than the G20 for 
Europe and for Portuguese interests. There is a lot more going on 
than handshake diplomacy.

Politics, among other possible definitions, is also the art of 
saying the right word at the right time. While at the NATO sum‑
mit, Trump did not wish to reinforce his commitment to Article 5 
of the Washington Treaty, but he did correct that mistake in War‑
saw, after alarm bells sounded in the East. Is everything remedied 
then? Not at all. He made sure he added another two levels to 
transatlantic divisionism: demonising “bureaucracy” (by which 
he means the EU) as the enemy of nations and hailing aggressive 
sovereignty, words which sounded like Chopin to the national‑
ism which currently presides over Poland. In other words, from 
an ideological point of view, the Polish government is now closer 
to the US administration than it is to Berlin or Paris, and it’s in 
the materialisation of that “special relationship” that it wishes 
to take the most economic, energetic and strategic advantage. If 
Germany was Obama’s great European ally, Poland is the country 
giving Trump the most assurances in that role.

In Warsaw, size and geography count, and the US add content 
to the dream of power equity. That’s why Trump’s visit was a gift 
from heaven. While it legitimates the government ideologically, 
it expands its strategic political ambition. Which one? To circum‑
vent the gas pipelines between Russia and Germany, and to be a 
cornerstone, from north to south, of energy supply, infrastruc‑
tures and political influence. The good news is that competition 
between supply sources and routes is, in theory, good for the EU, 
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and it tends to reduce Russian dependence. This is where Croa‑
tia’s interest in Trump’s Warsaw visit increases, not least because 
Poland is not alone, nor was it responsible for the energy and 
logistics networks in Central and Eastern Europe. That merit is 
owed to the Croatian president Kolinda Grabar Kitarovic.

I’m lucky enough to meet, at the presidential palace, located in 
the middle of the woods, in the capital, the presidential advisors 
on national security and foreign policy, Maja Cavlovic and Dario 
Mihelin, respectively, on the day when the Croatian president 
is visiting Warsaw. Why, if the newsworthy meeting is between 
Trump and the Polish leaders? Precisely to keep the momentum 
going on the Three Seas Initiative and with the right dynamic, 
ensuring that Zagreb’s positioning in the process remains intact. 
Launched last year in Dubrovnik and with 12 EU countries mak‑
ing up 30 per cent of its territory, the Three Seas Initiative (Baltic, 
Black and Adriatic) draws a supply network of energy, communi‑
cations and infrastructures which, objectively speaking, tries to 
take over from the Russian domination in several countries via 
the energy route, and to reduce Germany’s political influence in 
the framework of community decisions. It’s not surprising that 
the forum “is not particularly appreciated in Berlin”, as President 
Kitarovic’s two advisors confirm, given the 1340 kilometres of 
Backbone pipeline linking Lwówek (in Poland) to Sisak (Croa‑
tia), as well as the gas pipeline running between Swinoujscie (on 
Poland’s Baltic coast) and the Krk islands, in Croatia, in the mid‑
dle of the Adriatic Sea – two pillars of a north‑south energy cor‑
ridor competing with Nord Stream 2, designed to link Germany 
to Russia, circumventing Poland. If the project enables Croa‑
tia to assert itself beyond the Western Balkans – an expression 
which many politicians avoid using, as I’ve witnessed this week 
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in Zagreb – it places Poland on the route to preferential connec‑
tion with Washington, renationalisation of European politics and 
greater balance with the German behemoth.

The bad news is that Trump’s administration favours axes of 
ideological proximity. This would be a positive trait if that typol‑
ogy was based on a framework of abiding liberal, pluralistic and 
rule‑of‑law values. It might also mean the discrimination of allies 
offering the best conditions for the American energy ambitions. 
If “energy independence” was Obama’s mantra, Trump’s objective 
is rather “energy domination”, even if he has to divide and con‑
quer in order to achieve it. What is already happening in Europe, 
and will become more pronounced up to the end of the decade, 
is extremely fierce competition in the geopolitics of energy, with 
consequences for the nationalist movement, under the guise of 
strict national interest, thus isolating neighbours and jeopardis‑
ing the energy single market.

European politics and the domestic politics of member states 
have never been as interconnected as they are today. Whoever 
doesn’t take that into account is doing their country a disservice.

*

Post Scriptum: On 21 October 2017, the Croatian Public Prosecu‑
tor issued a warrant for the arrest of Ivica Todorić and 12 of the 
company’s top managers (including the founder’s two sons), who 
are under investigation for irregularities in the company’s funding 
and document forgery. On 7 November 2017, Ivica Todorić was 
arrested in London. In February 2018, Agrokor’s public manager 
resigned, after some news stories alleged a potential conflict of 
interests. Zagreb’s stock market suspended all transactions in the 
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company’s shares. Agrokor is synonymous with Croatian debacle. 
We shall see how far the systemic risk can go.
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I travel by bus from Zagreb to Ljubljana. The two hours’ distance 
would be trifling if the passengers weren’t confronted with an 
oddity in this era of open borders between countries in the Eu‑
ropean Union: stopping at a border post to show our passports. 
Even though it doesn’t take long, it feels peculiar for those who 
travel regularly within the Community, and is due to the fact that 
Croatia is not part of the Schengen Area. I get off the bus, go into 
a room where I show my documents, while the vehicle moves for‑
ward to Slovenian territory. There, once the entry into the coun‑
try has been approved, we proceed with our journey. After this 
anachronic detail, I arrive in Ljubljana with a few memories from 
previous visits to the city, impressions which remain a little vague 
and allow me to start nearly from scratch.

Marko Lovec is a professor of European Studies at the Uni‑
versity of Ljubljana and he meets me in the café, surrounded by 
students. A little far from the centre, the university campus is 
located in a green and spacious area, which is crucial given the 
heat we are experiencing. “About the EU, I must say it was very 
popular in Slovenia until the financial crisis”, he blurts out. In 
2004, Slovenia was the first former Yugoslavian republic to join 
the European Union, and, until 2007, its annual economic growth 
was maintained at a relatively high rate, six per cent. It was often 
praised as the star student, having thoroughly implemented the 
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reforms required for accession, and it was pointed to as a success 
story, in order to encourage other countries to do the same.

Given that, historically speaking, Slovenia had always been 
dominated by foreign powers and was never completely indepen‑
dent until 1991, it’s not surprising that a large percentage of the 
population shakes at the prospect of another type of submission 
to more powerful forces. One of the most popular derogatory 
terms used by Slovenian politicians to put the population down 
and instil in them a feeling of helplessness is hlapci, which trans‑
lates as “servants” or “lackeys”. When politicians try to explain 
the default on payments agreed with the EU, one of the most 
commonly used explanations is that Slovenian does not need to 
take orders from an institution regarded as increasingly distant. 
However, what may sometimes appear to be altruistic and patri‑
otic gestures, destined to serve “national interests”, usually leave 
the population worse off instead of improving their standard of 
living.

One of the most obvious examples of this is the banking sec‑
tor. The New Ljubljanska Banka (NLB), Slovenia’s biggest pub‑
lic bank, should have been sold off on numerous occasions, and 
there is a concern that the sale of a large part of the bank will be 
postponed yet again, damaging the country’s international cred‑
ibility. Brexit is currently presented as one of the main obstacles 
to the selling process, and the Slovenian prime minister says that 
market conditions are unfavourable. Besides, Slovenians tend to 
become aggravated when it comes to selling public companies, 
mostly because of previous sales with negative results in the past, 
and out of fear of being cheated (a fear which is often exploited 
by politicians). However, the alternative to selling might be worse 
for the population.
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In 2013, in order to stave off the feared Troika – made up of 
the European Central Bank, the IMF and the European Commis‑
sion – Slovenia paid over three billion euros as a bailout to save 
its banking system. The cost was high. While trying to deal with 
the crisis in the banking sector, in 2013, Slovenia offered six per 
cent interest rates on ten‑year bonds on debt sales, at a time when 
certain eurozone countries enjoyed much lower borrowing costs. 
Germany, for instance, was negotiating below 1.2 per cent.

Slovenia lacks funds in almost every sector, from health to 
defence and security. The Slovenian newspaper Finance esti‑
mated that the NLB will have losses of over 100 million euros 
this year, and next year’s forecasts are even grimmer. The Slo‑
venian Bank reached the same conclusion. Given that there is 
a positive correlation between profitability and the cost of a 
bank, selling the NLB would certainly be beneficial at this stage. 
It’s ironic that the political class talks about national interests 
when trying to avoid selling state‑owned companies, given that 
it was precisely those companies that brought the most prob‑
lems to the economy. Unfortunately, Slovenia’s reputation is 
regularly threatened by “unbridled cronyism”, as described by 
Nicole Lindstrom from York University. Last year, the country 
was rife with Ponzi schemes to grant mass loans. In 2013, two 
of the biggest construction companies in Slovenia, Vegrat and 
SCT, filed for bankruptcy. Istrabenz Holding, a conglomerate 
of food, tourism and energy, began to undergo mandatory debt 
restructuring. It’s hard to ignore political connections in these 
controversial cases.

As the New York Times wrote in 2013, banks with political con‑
nections granted loans to companies with equally political links, 
leaving state‑owned banks sitting on loan ledgers where over a 



[166]

the b -side of europe

fifth of debits were not reimbursed. The outcome of the meet‑
ing between Slovenia’s finance minister and the European com‑
missioner pointed, once again, towards selling the NLB, which 
should happen by the end of 2017. Perhaps this represents the 
dawn of a new era in Slovenian politics. On the other hand, and 
probably more realistically, Brussels will not tolerate any more 
deferrals sine die, based only on the political agenda and not on 
economic concerns.

Marko Lovec recalls that the financial crisis “hit Slovenia hard, 
having had four governments in seven years, and where a recently 
formed party (SMC) won the June 2014 election”. Miro Cerar, 
a lawyer with no political experience, would then take office in 
September, leading a centre‑left coalition, but “today only 30 per 
cent of Slovenians support it. Expectations were high and inex‑
perience, equally high. I think the referendum which will take 
place in September, about extending the railway between the 
Koper port and the town of Divaca, may create a serious focus 
for ungovernability”, Lovec points out. Another source of politi‑
cal friction was the lack of preparation to deal with the spike in 
the refugee crisis, in 2015: “Twelve thousand refugees a day, via the 
Croatian border, with only 300 police officers assigned. Inexperi‑
ence at dealing with the euro crisis was added to the inability to 
deal with an immigration crisis, which is also an identity crisis.” 
On top of this, the party setting is moving towards some obvious 
sympathies, which go hand in hand with what Lovec identifies as 
a “growing admiration for Putin and Trump”. The fact is that the 
leader of the Democratic Party and former Prime Minister Janez 
Jansa, attended the Republican convention which made Donald 
Trump’s campaign official, and whose idolatry has shaped the Slo‑
venian right‑wing party, and that the President of the Republic, 
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Borut Pahor, invited Putin for a state visit in the summer of 2016. 
Being off the radar of the main European press and debates does 
not mean a member state is any less relevant as a country.

Just as I was told in Zagreb, in Ljubljana I’m also alerted to 
the border dispute with Croatia as a front‑line political problem. 
When Yugoslavia began to collapse and, in 1991, Slovenia and Cro‑
atia declared themselves independent, the then European Com‑
munity created an arbitration committee to establish the limits 
of the new republics. But while external borders were clear, inter‑
nal borders were not always so. In many places, the exact location 
of borders was poorly defined, partly because it had never been 
relevant before. For an independent Slovenia, the location of its 
maritime border with Croatia and Italy is particularly important, 
as it determines their access to international waters. For a long 
time, Slovenia vetoed Croatia’s accession to the EU in an attempt 
to force its neighbour to accept border proposals, until, in 2009, 
Ljubljana lifted the veto, once they had reached an agreement 
on arbitration. This dispute prevented Croatia from joining the 
EU for many years. It was only after both parties had agreed on 
arbitration that Zagreb granted access to the block, in 2013. This 
dispute is useful to remind us that joining the EU does not neces‑
sarily mean sensibility in solving border issues.

However, in 2015, after conversations between a lawyer from 
the Slovenian government and a Slovenian judge on the arbitra‑
tion committee were leaked, Croatia abandoned the process. 
But the court proceeded with its job and issued its pronounce‑
ments, in June 2017, about 29 plots of land and the maritime 
border. Despite the fact that the Croatians weren’t involved, 
the court gave both parties six months to implement those deci‑
sions, a deadline which ended on 29 December. The main point 
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of contention is Piran Bay. The court granted 80 per cent of the 
bay to Slovenia, and the government set a fine for any Croatian 
fishermen who tried their luck beyond the line. With a weak‑
ened Croatian government and a general election in Slovenia on 
the horizon (June 2018), a deal is unlikely to happen. The way in 
which this conflict is resolved will either grant more power to, or, 
in contrast, lessen the appeal of, other nationalists in the region.

It hasn’t been the most explored angle in the history of the 
Cold War, but the power of western rock n’ roll music in the ide‑
ology of freedom of the many who lived within the Soviet sphere 
has been given particular attention of late. Such is the case with 
the recent documentary Free Rock, directed by Jim Brown, which 
shows the power of music in the progressive change in people’s 
mentality in that part of Europe, ever since Gorbachev allowed 
Billy Joel to play, uncensored, in Moscow (1987), the 1989 summer 
festival, in Lenin Stadium, with Mötley Crüe, Ozzy Osbourne 
and the Scorpions, and the libertarian apotheosis at the legend‑
ary festival of 1991, also held in Moscow, a few weeks before the 
official implosion of the Soviet Union and where nearly three mil‑
lion Russians celebrated to the tune of Metallica’s rage.

Equally memorable are the pictures from the Roger Waters 
concert in Berlin, right after the fall of the Wall, or the human 
chain held in the three Baltic countries, with over two million 
people singing rock anthems to celebrate their freedom. As the 
former Czech president, Václav Havel, once said, “music was an 
enemy of totalitarianism”. During the previous decades, Radio 
Free Europe also did much to promote western rock n’ roll and 
several artists banned by the Kremlin, always persecuted by 
Soviet censorship, which ended up creating a cult environment 
around their message of freedom, hedonism, creativity and unbri‑
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dled expressionism. The same happened within the then‑Yugosla‑
via, with Slovenian punk music playing a crucial role, especially in 
Ljubljana.

This is when I arrive at the Metelkova quarter, proclaimed 
as an “autonomous cultural area” by those who have made its 
history and invigorated the buildings with graffiti of a thousand 
colours, with sculptures embedded into the façades of half a 
dozen houses which, in the past, had been occupied first by the 
Austro‑Hungarian army, and later by the Yugoslavian one. Today, 
they are live music venues, bars, hostels, art galleries and stu‑
dios, right next to a beautifully renovated square with the Mod‑
ern Art Gallery on one side, and the Museum of Contemporary 
Art on the other.

It was within the rebellious spirit of this neighbourhood that 
the Ljubljana punk scene of the 1970s and 1980s emerged, with a 
radicalisation of identity generating a youth counterculture that 
was vital for an awareness of the concept of freedom. Bands like 
UBR, Pankrti, Niet or Grupa 92, and figures like the music jour‑
nalist and producer Igor Vidmar, the sociologist Gregor Tomc or 
the entrepreneur Matjaz Gantar led a movement which changed a 
generation politically, until it became normalised into contempo‑
rary European cosmopolitanism – an evolution which is reflected 
in the contrast between the calmness of classical inspiration sur‑
rounding the magnificent centre of the Slovenian capital (such 
as the Opera and the National Gallery), interspersed with the 
bridges over the Ljubljanica, some sterile buildings which recall 
the greyness of Tito’s regime (such as the parliament building) and 
the garish colours of Metelkova. 

On a small and pleasant scale, Ljubljana summarises, with 
radiance and charm, much of what has happened over the last half  
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a century in Europe: dictatorial yoke, transition towards democ‑
racy, democratic normalisation. It’s a pity that other Eastern and 
Balkan capitals add a portion of tragedy to the immense radiance 
and charm they also radiate.

*

Post Scriptum: Tensions in the North Adriatic escalated towards 
the end of 2017. Small police speedboats patrol Piran Bay threat‑
eningly, the place where the two countries dispute the position 
of their maritime border. Nationalists from both sides have 
demanded that not an inch is conceded. In March 2018, Cedar’s 
government resigned, after the Constitutional Court decided to 
annul September’s referendum result. Marko Lovec was right in 
his foreboding of ungovernability. No Slovenian government has 
served a full term since 2008.
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The European electoral pace played a trick on me, and I didn’t 
get to Bulgaria in time to follow the general election as it hap‑
pened, since it had been scheduled for 2018 and ended up tak‑
ing place in March 2017. The call for an early election came as a 
result of Prime Minister, Boyko Borisov resigning after Tsetska 
Tsatcheva, the presidential candidate supported by his party, 
Citizens for European Development of Bulgaria (GERB), was 
defeated in the November 2016 presidential election. However, 
Borisov was re‑elected and now leads a new coalition govern‑
ment, only instead of the Reformist Block, he has joined forces 
with a coalition of far‑right parties called United Patriots (PU). 
Having been in power since 2009, Borisov is basically owner and 
master of Bulgarian politics. The situation I find is paradoxically 
calm and explosive.

Sofia will take over the EU’s rotating presidency in January 
2018, and alarm bells have gone off in Brussels, but the truth is 
that there hasn’t been any formal initiative to reverse the incen‑
diary statements made by many Bulgarian politicians, especially 
when it comes to the racist language used to refer to the Roma 
minority (ten per cent of the population) and the constant calls 
for violence to stop immigrants coming into Europe. The minis‑
ters appointed by the far‑right – which includes Ataka, the party 
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of Volen Siderov, a would‑be Putin – will be responsible, during 
the six months dictated by the rotating presidency, for issues such 
as the single market, environmental policy, asylum policies or 
even EU budget priorities after 2021.

One of PU’s leaders, Deputy Prime Minister Valeri Simeonov, 
has publicly described the Roma as “ferocious apes”. Another 
Deputy Prime Minister, Krasimir Karakachanov, Defence Min‑
ister, recently said that the EU and NATO should stop migrants 
from coming into Europe, “by force of arms if necessary”. And 
the Environment Minister, Neno Dimov, went as far as to say that 
climate change was “a manipulation, and not a serious concern”. 
Last but not least, PU’s coalition also holds the Economy brief, 
led by Emil Karanikolov, with responsibilities which range from 
community funding to debates about international trade.

Even without any ministers in the current government, Ata‑
ka’s power has shaped the contours of the debate in favour of 
pan‑European nationalism, which is not unrelated to the fact that 
there is a close relationship between Siderov, Marine Le Pen and 
Vladimir Putin. When Putin turned 60, Ataka’s leader travelled 
to Moscow specifically for the celebration and to sing the praises 
of his regime. Their fight is the same, after all: to smash both the 
European Union and NATO, and to promote a vindictive agenda 
which, in Siderov’s case, is profoundly anti‑immigration and, in 
Putin’s case, is openly anti‑Western. Siderov’s zeal is impressive. 
When Crimea held a referendum about whether to join the Rus‑
sian Federation, and the Donbass regions orchestrated similar 
electoral frauds, Ataka was one of the European parties who sent 
“observers”, together with Austria’s FPO, the French National 
Front and the Hungarian Jobbik. Ataka’s support for Putin’s gov‑
ernment shows that Russia is picking up the pace.
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On a stiflingly hot morning in Sofia, I meet with former Trans‑
port Minister Kristian Krastev. Despite being only 41 years old 
and now a successful businessman in the field of logistics, his crit‑
icism of the system is fairly moderate, which is symptomatic of 
the fairly nebulous climate in the relationship between politics 
and business, but also hinting at tactical motives: the ambition 
to become the President of the Republic within ten years. The 
most focused point in the conversation is the discomfort many 
feel about the “nationalist grip on the current government com‑
position, which may generate a political crisis in the short term”. 
But what exactly defines this Bulgarian nationalism, besides the 
aggressive rhetoric against ethnic minorities and immigrants? Is 
there an outside influence inflaming perception within society? 
Are people so tired of the political parties on offer that many 
opted for something more disruptive? 

A research group from the Foundation for Social and Human 
Studies in Sofia has studied the anti‑liberal rhetoric used in Bul‑
garia between 2013 and 2016. In order to do this, they examined 
the local press, both print and digital. The main trends they found 
conform to the Kremlin’s dialectics: independent media are the 
enemy of the people, demonstrators are professionals, the nation 
always comes first, and NATO has become obsolete. Where have 
we heard this before?

This research study was looking to better understand the cre‑
ation of a front which, despite being diverse, uses the same prem‑
ises in its propaganda. The argument is that Russian propaganda, 
which unquestioningly exists, associates subjects connected to 
criticism of the western world with liberalism and globalisation, 
it reformulates populist criticism from both left and right into 
national sovereignty and geostrategic terms and promotes them 
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with gratuitous resources in order to undermine liberal democ‑
racy from within.

In other words, in the wake of the study conducted by Ivan 
Krastev about the effects of the 2008 financial crisis on several 
political systems, Democracy Disrupted (2014) we are witnessing 
a “democracy of rejection” with an intersection of local popu‑
list criticism, economic agents undermining the state, and anti‑
liberal propaganda based on Russian, state‑controlled media. 
Throughout a process where the various actors don’t necessarily 
know each other, a common populist rhetoric front is created, 
based on simplistic language which, as JanWerner Müller wrote, 
works as a “moralistic imagination of politics”.

The same study shows that, between 2013 and 2016, the num‑
ber of Eurosceptic, Bulgarian‑language publications increased 16 
times per year: those which are openly anti‑USA and anti‑NATO 
increased 34 times, and the ones defending greater Russian politi‑
cal, spiritual and military power have gone up 144 times. A seman‑
tics and content analysis of 597 publications has identified four 
anti‑liberal and anti‑democratic theses, all simplistic and inter‑
linked. The first is: the USA and NATO are the puppet masters 
pulling the strings in Brussels and national governments. The sec‑
ond: Europe is dying due to a cultural decline under migrant inva‑
sion sparked by the USA and European bureaucracy. Third: Russia 
is thriving, despite suffering western aggressions, and is the true 
saviour of Europe. Fourth: Bulgaria’s liberal elites are under the 
yoke of foreign interests.

Alexei Lazarov sees me in the newsroom of magazine Capital, 
the most credible independent weekly publication in Bulgarian 
media. As the magazine director, he has a cross‑sectional view of 
national and European debates, despite the fact that the publica‑
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tion specialises in economy. In that respect, he tells me that even 
though the country is still at the bottom of the European rank‑
ing in wealth indexes, “Bulgarians are comfortable with transfer‑
ring power over to Brussels, because they don’t trust the national 
political class”. And he goes even further, saying: “I wish Brussels 
had a tighter grip on the use of EU funds, which is one of the 
main sources of widespread corruption in Bulgaria.” Nonetheless, 
he does point out the intersection of strategic influences which 
define a “pro‑Russian, pro‑ European and pro‑USA” society. This 
game of chess is hard enough to manage, I think, but Lazarov 
adds yet another piece: Turkey. With ten per cent of Bulgarians 
of Turkish ethnicity, he thinks that “the Turkish factor is more 
important than the Russian one, and it is reflected, for example, 
in the media, state relations and political parties”. And so it is. 
The Movement for Rights and Freedoms (DPS), even though it is 
overtly anti‑Erdogan, is mostly supported by Muslim and Roma 
voters, and it reached nine per cent in the last election. Recently, 
due to differences of opinion regarding the positions adopted by 
the Turkish president, there was a split in the DPS and another 
party was founded, Dost, which is more aligned with Ankara – 
revealing how easily Turkey can influence Bulgarian politics.

Krasimira Velichkova, executive director of the Bulgarian 
Donors Forum, recalls a recent episode which illustrates this 
“subservience to Turkey, when the government extradited some 
people suspected of having colluded in the Turkish coup, in July 
2016, as soon as Ankara requested them, while Greece and the US 
refused to do so”. Besides, as Dimitar Ivanov, a businessman in 
the infrastructures and tourism sector, reminds me, “the Russian 
and Turkish factors are completely present in energy, construc‑
tion, banking and infrastructures, especially in the Black Sea, 
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they are not confined to political and cultural influence”. They 
both go as far as to draw a parallel with the most international 
stance taken in this third term by Prime Minister Borisov, “who 
is very active in the Balkans, even calling Macedonia a ‘Bulgarian 
province’”. No doubt a genuine comment, although it is no acci‑
dent that one of the parties in the United Patriots coalition is the 
Bulgarian National Movement, under the “Great Bulgaria” flag, 
which precisely includes Macedonia.

Bulgaria’s identity complexity, despite its xenophobic and 
nationalistic trends, is still making its way, and one cannot assume 
that the only determining factor is Russia. A survey conducted by 
Alfa Research in 2015 indicated that 62.8 per cent of Bulgarians 
would vote in favour of aligning with the EU and NATO if the 
issue went to referendum, in contrast with the 32.9 per cent who 
would prefer an alignment with Russia. However, despite being a 
member of NATO, the Bulgarian military apparatus is still mainly 
composed of Soviet and Russian systems. The nation’s air force, 
whose fleet is made up entirely of MiG aircraft, should have 
transferred over to F‑16s, like most Eastern countries included in 
NATO did. The person in charge of this matter, the then Bul‑
garian air force commander, Rumen Radev, suggested postponing 
the purchase until 2019. In the meantime, in 2016, Radev would 
be elected President of the Republic.

Due to historical economic ties and the geographic closeness 
of the two countries, Russian investment represents an important 
share of Bulgaria’s GDP. The only oil refinery is located in the har‑
bour city of Burgas and is owned by giant Russian energy company 
Lukoil, representing nearly seven per cent of the GDP, while total 
Russian investment reached an average of 22 per cent of Bulgaria’s 
GDP between 2005 and 2014. But Lukoil is not alone in the energy 
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monopoly. Russian state‑owned company Gazprom is still the only 
natural gas supplier to Bulgaria, and Rosatom, another Russian 
company, provides significant support to the only nuclear power 
station in Bulgaria, in Kozloduy, where two reactors supply elec‑
tricity to a third of the country. The building of a second nuclear 
power station in Belene was requested in the 1980s, but construc‑
tion came to a halt in 2012, after mass corruption and a legal battle 
between the Russian company Atomstroyexport and the Bulgar‑
ian government. The project is still on hold, but it offers an oppor‑
tunity for incentive which Moscow could use at any moment to 
tighten the bond between the two countries.

Bearing in mind that three quarters of the country’s main 
energy resources come from Russia via Ukraine, the project to 
build the ICBG gas pipeline, between Greece and Bulgaria, may 
reduce its dependence on Russia, which was exposed when trade 
relations between Ukraine and Russia ceased after the occupa‑
tion of Crimea in 2014. ICBG will connect Bulgaria to the trans‑
Adriatic section, transporting natural gas from the Caspian Sea 
via Turkey to Italy, a project which may change the dependence 
dynamics in Bulgaria and other Eastern European countries. 
But until it starts flowing, Bulgaria will remain at the mercy of 
Russian energy companies and within the orbit of Putin’s inner 
circle.

Despite this context, some voices regard Putinism with scep‑
ticism and concern. Former Bulgarian President Rosen Plevne‑
liev made very negative comments in the European Parliament in 
June last year about Russia’s annexation of Crimea. Dating from 
2014, a report by former Defence Minister Velizar Shalamanov, 
entitled “Bulgaria in NATO and European Defence”, presented 
Russia as a threat to Bulgaria, specifically through information 
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warfare, trade and political relations, energy dependence and 
influence in the media.

Unlike the Baltic states, where public perception of Russia 
is dictated by memories from their occupation, Bulgarians tend 
to look upon their Slavic neighbour more favourably, despite the 
difficulties during the Soviet era. Bulgarian was under Ottoman 
rule for nearly 500 years, but it was freed by the Imperial Rus‑
sian Army after the Russo‑Turkish War of 1877‑1878. Having lost 
international status during the Crimean War and anticipating an 
opportunity to exploit the scandalous Ottoman domination over 
the predominantly Slavic states in the Balkans, Russian forces 
attacked the Ottomans, pushing them out to the outskirts of 
Constantinople before accepting a truce. As well as establishing 
an autonomous Bulgaria, the end of the war widely expanded Rus‑
sia’s influence over the Balkan Peninsula and Caucasus regions 
formerly controlled by the Ottomans.

In any case, Bulgaria’s location offers Moscow a strategically 
attractive opportunity to thwart NATO’s incursion into the Bal‑
kan region, especially after Montenegro’s accession, less than a 
month ago. To Brussels, Bulgaria’s location blocks Russia’s influ‑
ence in the Black Sea region and keeps NATO territory uninter‑
rupted throughout the Balkans and Southern Europe. Bulgaria’s 
inclusion in NATO prevents a political exploitation of national‑
ist sentiments among allied countries, such as the reawakening 
of historical resentments between Bulgarians and Turks. Further‑
more, Bulgaria holds four bases which are part of agreements with 
the USA, such as the Novo Selo training facility, one of NATO’s 
main centres for armoured vehicles in South Eastern Europe.

Maintaining stability in the Balkans has been a priority both for 
the European Union and NATO, and Bulgaria has already proven 
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its commitment through relatively generous contributions in terms 
of staff and resources offered for missions in Kosovo and Afghani‑
stan. However, the new Bulgarian president might hinder further 
participation in NATO external missions, provide permanent shel‑
ter to allies on Bulgarian soil, or support NATO exercises aimed at 
counteracting a potential Russian threat, as he did with the deci‑
sion not to support a joint NATO naval force in the Black Sea.

Meanwhile, an interesting example of the Russian propaganda 
machine was made public after the March general election. In the 
small town of Pliska, a mother and her son worked hard at pub‑
lishing pro‑Russian propaganda on Facebook from an old aban‑
doned cinema theatre. In just one day, they published hundreds of 
posts against refugees, Turkish and Roma people, while praising 
Russian president, Vladimir Putin, and the leadership of the Bul‑
garian socialist party, which is largely pro‑Kremlin. Elena Dimi‑
trova and her 20‑year‑old son, Adrian Dimitrov, were supervised 
by Stefan Proynov, who was on a revenge mission against GERB. 
He accused the party, together with the police, of forging criminal 
accusations against him, in 2011, for illegal possession of antiq‑
uities, guns and narcotics, in order to silence his political criti‑
cism. At the time, when describing his conviction and subsequent 
house arrest, he said: “The police destroyed my businesses and 
ruined my life.” His main goal became to prevent GERB and Bor‑
isov from being re‑elected, as well as limiting “harmful western 
influence” and “increasing our bridges with Russia, with which we 
share a common Slavic gene”. To fulfil his mission, Adrian Dim‑
itrov used 29 different Facebook profiles and, according to the 
activist group Clean Internet, he published as many as 60 posts an 
hour. Within the first two and a half months of 2017, he managed 
to produce nearly 20,000 Facebook posts.
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Why are these young people so enamoured with Russia? Kra‑
simira Velichkova tells me about the “lack of political renovation, 
the endemic corruption, the lack of transparency. The justice 
system, the Judiciary Council, the Supreme Court are all overly 
partisan and controlled, they have no accountability before parlia‑
ment, and are not bound by any kind of public transparency. The 
European Commission practically doesn’t react. It’s hard to break 
the system or to reform it. Many go into total alienation”. Despite 
all of this, I detect some hope in her words, which is echoed by 
Dimitar Ivanov’s expectations regarding the recently formed Yes, 
Bulgaria!, a party launched at the beginning of 2017 by former Jus‑
tice Minister Hristo Ivanov, 43, and which has gathered support 
from many young people from the cities who had so far felt disen‑
gaged, by presenting a reformist, pro‑European and anti‑corrup‑
tion agenda. Even if Sofia is the third oldest European capital, and 
the country has a deep and remote identity, and despite the fact 
that its structural problems are serious and ingrained, we should 
not underestimate those who are willing to fight for democratic 
standards, for the separation of powers, for a free press, for clear 
and transparent economic rules and for a fair and rigorous jus‑
tice system. There is great exhaustion and exasperation, and the 
absence of alternatives has meant that the prime minister is now 
on his third term, without any evident public support.

In a way, this transformative anxiety is somewhat a reflection 
of the Bulgarian historical dynamic, which is evident in the capi‑
tal’s interesting architectural lines, capable of erecting the impos‑
ing Alexander Nevski Cathedral, built after the Ottomans were 
expelled by Russian troops in 1878 and which became a symbol for 
Orthodox Christianity in the Balkans, but which does not clash 
with Saint Sophia Cathedral in Istanbul, emphasising the prolif‑
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eration of Ottoman and Byzantine intersections in this part of 
Europe. It is also capable of highlighting Banya Bashi Mosque, 
not far from the third largest European synagogue and Saint Sofia 
Orthodox Church, forming an axis of religious proximity which is 
as curious as it is metaphorical of the historical evolution in South 
Eastern Europe.

Also close by, the Neo‑classicist lines of the Ivan Vazov National 
Theatre mix with the golden details in the Russian Church of 
Saint Nicholas, along a route where an urban, Soviet‑inspired 
style stands out, with the impressive Palace of Culture, the square 
where the Presidential Palace is located, the National Assembly 
building (former headquarters of the Communist Party) and the 
various statues honouring the Soviet Army, near Sofia University. 
Most of the Soviet legacy can be seen in the Museum of Socialist 
Art, outside the city centre, where statues of Lenin and the “new 
man” will certainly make those nostalgic for totalitarianism weep, 
in the same way as Memento Park on the outskirts of Budapest. 
The remnants of the cult of barbarity, in this 2017 Europe, are 
absolutely inexplicable.

Sofia has plenty of pleasant green spaces and nice mountain 
framing. I see both Ankara and Athens in many places, and some 
half‑rustic corners (it’s worth dining at made in blue) which define 
a vibrant independent cultural atmosphere in theatre, dance and 
painting. True, the city has a limited cultural offer, although the 
collection at the Sofia City Art Gallery is worthy of a long visit, 
especially in order to see the retrospective exhibition of Ivan 
Milev’s work, an exponent of Bulgarian painting as it drew nearer 
European modernism in the early 20th century. Today, in the tur‑
moil of the many community gears, this route has become even 
more essential.
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*

Post Scriptum: Bulgarian took over the EU’s rotating presidency 
for the first six months of 2018, with an agenda focused on the 
Balkan region, immigration and the framework for budget nego‑
tiation for the 2021‑2027 period. It would be an illusion to think 
that the country will be able to instil a dynamic of communitar‑
ian success when domestically it presents so many structural frail‑
ties and rising institutional radicalism. Borisov is one of those EU 
politicians who puts himself first, then those who are with him, 
and then himself again. Sometimes, this is mistaken for national 
interest. But it rarely coincides with European interest.
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It’s not a recent phenomenon, but it’s still an interesting vari‑
able that’s been making a comeback in Bucharest in the last few 
years: the return of the “milonga”, derived from Argentine tango, 
to Romanian customs, after it had become popular in the 1920s 
and 1930s, with artists and enthusiasts flocking to the Romanian 
capital from the entire Balkan region. Its reputation for being 
the “Paris of the East” stemmed undoubtedly from the inescap‑
able similarities in urban architecture with the French capital, the 
result of a cultural interchange led by the many architects who 
gradually shaped the city, such as Horia Creanga, Marcel Locar, 
Arghir Culina and Marcel Janco.

The fact that Romania is a country on the Black Sea coast 
where a Romance language is spoken and Orthodox Christianity 
is professed has not given it the leading geostrategic role which 
the EU should bestow upon it. As Robert D. Kaplan explains in In 
Europe’s Shadow, an in‑depth report by someone who has been vis‑
iting and researching Romania since the 1980s, Romanians have 
fought hard to recover some self‑esteem and self‑respect. Perhaps 
the fact that the country joined the EU in 2007, at the very start 
of the big financial crisis, was the reason why its geographical 
and human potential has been underestimated, but this does not 
explain the fatalistic stance. Not least because if the EU will not 
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come to Bucharest, then Bucharest has all the conditions to meet 
EU’s set of values.

Throughout the second half of the 19th century, Bucharest fos‑
tered a cosmopolitan and thriving cultural scene, which persisted 
into the 20th century, until the two world wars and Ceausescu 
stopped all improvisation, audacity and modernist boldness in 
the Romanian capital. The return of the “milonga”, with regular 
participants in the various venues across town, brought the com‑
munity a sort of hedonism which is a little lost in time, shaking up 
men, especially, who become imbued with a spirit of social com‑
munion acquired by dancing with strangers. This observation is 
made by Madalina Marcu, Director of the Comunitare Founda‑
tion, a Romanian NGO fighting inequality and social exclusion. 
“Real men didn’t dance. Today, that’s changing. Industrialisation 
in the 1970s brought many people over to the city, but they were 
detached from their new community and untethered from their 
roots. It’s this social corpus, more aware of the concept of commu‑
nity, that is growing today. The February protests this year were a 
turning point for Romania.”

For there to be a minimum amount of group political con‑
sciousness, communities need to assemble, distances and fears 
need to bridged, meeting and free debate habits need to be 
acquired, and participation mechanisms need to be established. 
In a way, the return of the “milonga” ends the grey cycle of the 
post‑war era and seeks to redress the balance of the country’s EU 
dependence, as a ten‑year member, as an endogenous drive com‑
bining creativity, roots, tradition and modernity.

My angle on Bucharest started here, and I must say I quite 
liked what I saw. Naturally, it helped that the historical town 
centre had been renovated three or four years ago, that the 
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light spreading over the city accentuated the buildings’ façades, 
both of French and Soviet inspiration, that the River Dambo‑
vita welcomed me within the congested arteries of the Euro‑
pean Union’s sixth largest capital city, and that I went into some 
unmissable places, like the Carturesti Carusel bookshop, Café 
Verona, Journey Pub and the Museum of Contemporary Art, 
right next to the parliament building, the only one among the 
28 with both EU and NATO flags on display at the entrance. 
Recently, NATO announced its intention of reinforcing its 
presence in the Alliance’s south‑eastern flank, making Romania 
the priority country for upgrading military infrastructures, such 
as the Mihail Kogalniceanu military base, on the outskirts of the 
Port of Constanta, in the Black Sea; missile defence systems, as 
in Deveselu; and the stationing of American troops. Despite 
the Russian influence in Ukraine, Moldova, Bosnia‑Herzegov‑
ina, Serbia and Bulgaria, as Dimitar Bechev skilfully analyses 
in Rival Power, Romania has been defining a balanced strategy 
towards westernisation, despite their energy dependence which 
still links it to Moscow.

In spite of her praise of the democratic collective conscious‑
ness, Madalina Marcu thinks that the country’s “EU accession 
occurred too soon, created too many expectations, and commu‑
nity funds were very poorly managed and applied and, therefore, 
part of the population does not recognise any practical benefits 
in the membership. Nonetheless, the younger urban generation 
wants to be a part of the Union, to benefit from free movement 
and the freedoms it promotes. But it is the country’s relationship 
with the USA that dictates Romanian strategic rationale. This 
appreciation increased when Russia annexed Crimea, a scary 
moment when seen from here”.
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Madalina highlights another warning sign: the current govern‑
ments admiration for Erdogan and Orbán, “with whom it shares the 
view that George Soros is a sort of anti‑Christ, but only Bucha‑
rest and Cluj have the ability to put a stop to authoritarianism 
and arbitrariness and to exercise a militant citizenship. Because 
it’s there”. Basically, she reinforces the idea of a city that is try‑
ing to come out of a period of imprisonment to one where the 
light shines through, a rhythm which restores a suppressed iden‑
tity and tries to reverse a derogatory external image. For instance, 
it’s interesting to follow the new businesses in the area of design 
and technology, especially NOD Makerspace, although there are 
still complaints about the bureaucratic maze, bad management of 
public institutions, the lack of political renovation and the per‑
petuation of not very transparent practices.

Politicians in power tried to make the crowds appear manipu‑
lated and indoctrinated by corporati (a word used to describe peo‑
ple who work for large multinational companies), in an attempt to 
divide the country and to please the Socialist voters of the party 
in power. This accusation is undeniably false. Although it is cru‑
cial to recruit allies from all parts of the political spectrum, it is 
also important to identify those institutions that are capable of 
implementing the desired changes. These “pillars of power” may 
be the police force, the media, the educational system, govern‑
ment agencies or other organisations. Without institutional sup‑
port, there will likely be little change. In Romania’s case, zoning 
in on the right pillars of society appears to have resulted in a series 
of small victories. Getting relevant and interested institutions 
involved, such as parliament, the National Anticorruption Direc‑
torate and the president, enabled Romania to effectively imple‑
ment changes.
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Romanian governments have been marred by corruption, at 
least since the days of dictator Nicolae Ceausescu; but after it 
joined the European Union, in 2007, the country’s political elite 
was under increasing pressure from Brussels for state reform, with 
a view to ending these practices. The end result was the creation 
of the National Anticorruption Directorate, an independent 
body which deals with over one thousand cases per year – includ‑
ing high‑level political offices.

When we look at the protests in Romania and we see how the 
middle class, hand in hand with the students, mobilised to sup‑
port the poorer people in the cities, and when we see pet shop 
owners handing out free pet food on the main square, so that pet 
owners can look after their animals, we realise that the potential 
consequences are serious. In fact, this is one of the biggest sur‑
prises of the recent protests throughout the country – the alli‑
ance between people from different social strata sharing the goal 
of stopping corrupt politicians from taking over. These protests 
occurred suddenly – to say that they were “organised” would be 
incorrect, considering that, despite its dimension, the move‑
ment has no leaders. There were protests in small towns which 
had never demonstrated before, not even when Ceausescu was 
overthrown in 1989. Suddenly, even citizens who would consider 
themselves removed from politics were taking part.

Ignoring the crowds and public protests from the opposition, 
the judicial community and civil society, the government approved 
a decree in a secret meeting held in the middle of the night, on 31 
January, merely a week after its first attempt. Less than an hour 
later – it was nearly midnight when the announcement was made – 
over 50,000 people had gathered outside Victoria Palace in Bucha‑
rest, despite the freezing temperatures of that time of the year.
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That was the moment when the crowd voiced their clear 
demands: the withdrawal of the decree, the government’s resig‑
nation and the resignation of the government party leader, Liviu 
Dragnea, one of the diploma’s main beneficiaries. There were 
claims that the protesters were “manipulated” and funded by 
external powers – especially George Soros, Romania’s (and Buda‑
pest’s) favourite scapegoat. The government authorities organ‑
ised a press conference, stating that their actions were lawful and 
that protesters were ill‑informed. They also said that the decree 
would under no circumstances be withdrawn.

The crowd of protesters grew day by day, and on Friday, 3 Febru‑
ary, over 300,000 people demonstrated in dozens of cities across 
Romania. Pressured by civilians, the president, the opposition 
parties, the judicial community and many media outlets, the gov‑
ernment was backed into a corner. On Sunday, 5 February, with 
over half a million protesters on the streets, the government took 
its first step backwards, announcing that the decree would be 
withdrawn. However, it denied any responsibility, blaming the 
effects of the law on “poor communication”.

Madalina Marcu thinks that the technocratic government 
which led Romania between 2015 and 2016 was the best in demo‑
cratic times. Headed by Dacian Cioloş, it managed to implement 
crucial reforms towards the transparency of public offices and 
large state contracts, to reduce bureaucracy enough that it had an 
impact on the economy, to secure an improvement in the way the 
judicial system works (something that Bulgaria has not done) and, 
consequently, to improve economic activity, attracting invest‑
ment and retaining talent. After winning the election in Decem‑
ber 2016, which had an incredibly low turnout (39.5 per cent), the 
Social Democratic Party saw an opening to reverse the process 
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of fighting against corruption. The low turnout at the election 
apparently led the new government to believe that its citizens 
were indifferent to the political process, and that they would not 
react to the announcement of a decree aimed at decriminalising 
certain corruption‑related offences. It might be useful to remem‑
ber that the former Prime Minister, Victor Ponta, had been forced 
to resign after mass protests erupted in the aftermath of a fire 
at the Colectiv, a nightclub in the capital, in October 2015. The 
fire killed 64 people and the owners were convicted of negligent 
homicide, as were local politicians, for having forged permits to 
open the venue without the necessary safety conditions.

Sorin Grindeanu, the Prime Minister who led the executive 
in the first half of 2017, began by proposing a law that would par‑
don anyone who had been sentenced to up to five years, for cer‑
tain crimes – a measure which could apparently apply to the de 
facto party leader, Liviu Dragnea, who received a suspended sen‑
tence of two years for electoral fraud. Then came a bolder mea‑
sure – on 31 January, the party issued an emergency decree late at 
night, decriminalising certain forms of corruption if the amount 
of money involved was less than 200,000 Romanian leus, equiva‑
lent to around 44,000 euros. Such a measure would mean that Mr 
Dragnea would escape another charge of corruption for which he 
is facing trial, and would also enable him to become prime minister.

The Romanian people took to the streets almost immediately, 
encouraged by civil society groups, the Orthodox Church and 
the president elected in 2014, Klaus Iohannis, an independent 
of German descent, who went public with the decree. Iohannis 
has played a crucial role in raising awareness of the nature of the 
decree. He joined the government meeting where the law would 
be adopted discreetly, and he expressed his disagreement. He was 
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able to prevent it from being approved, and he made the draft 
public, open to discussion. That was when protesters began gath‑
ering in small groups outside government buildings, in Bucharest 
and in other smaller cities throughout the country.

Over the days that followed, the crowds, while demonstrating 
peacefully, expanded in such a way that the office of Prime Min‑
ister Sorin Grindeanu voted for the measure to be revoked. But 
protesters kept on returning to the streets, demanding that the 
ministers resign. Although the decree was withdrawn on a Sunday 
afternoon, over half a million Romanians returned to the streets 
in the evening, calling for all three demands to be met. Mean‑
while, the government approved a parliamentary motion where 
it refused to support the demonstrators and abandon power. On 
2 February, the Justice Minister announced his resignation. The 
lesson to be learned by defenders of democracy everywhere in the 
world is that democratic institutions must be pulled towards the 
side of the people.

The first official visit abroad by the new Romanian Prime 
Minister was to Brussels, to try and prevent a reaction against 
the controversial fiscal plan which dominated his first days in 
office. Mihai Tudose, the Social Democratic Prime Minister who 
replaced Grindeanu this July, has already faced criticism for rais‑
ing taxes on high‑earning companies and taxpayers, a measure 
regarded as a major reversal in the policy of tax reduction and 
progressive taxation which got the party elected at the December 
parliamentary election with 46 per cent of the votes.

Supported by a strong parliamentary majority, with no elec‑
tions scheduled in the short term and presenting the highest eco‑
nomic growth in the EU, Tudose’s government should be plain 
sailing. But Romanian politics rarely sticks to the script. The 
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reasons for the turnaround in fiscal policy were the street pro‑
tests against corruption and in favour of an efficient state. The 
Social Democrats had to retreat in order to ensure fiscal transpar‑
ency, on the one hand, and that the public purse had the funds to 
finance their electoral promises, on the other.

Sorin Grindeanu, the prime minister at the time of the pro‑
tests, might have withdrawn the decree seen as facilitating cor‑
ruption, but it was too late to change public perception regarding 
the PSD. (The former PSD Prime Minister, Victor Ponta, became 
the first head of government in power to be accused of corrup‑
tion, in 2015.)

Months later, Grindeanu was forced to resign, after a vote of 
no confidence tabled by his own party. Tudose has meanwhile said 
that he promised the EU leaders that his government held no 
surprises in store regarding the corruption decree. In return, he 
said he expected the European Commission to cease a corrup‑
tion monitoring and judicial reform scheme in place in Romania 
as soon as the country takes over the rotating EU presidency, at 
the start of 2019.

These protests had no official leaders. The organising, the 
schedule, the creative slogans – everything about the protests in 
Romania happened on social media, except the spirit. This gen‑
eration has mastered the use of the new tools at their disposal to 
promote their causes. And, yes, we may think that it’s a tool used 
by only a small fraction of society, but that is not entirely true.

The existence of democratic institutions, elections, an inde‑
pendent judicial power and free press do not guarantee the 
strength of a democracy. Those who achieve power through elec‑
tions often try to undermine the institutions and turn towards 
an autocracy. Healthy societies can only exist when the existing 
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democratic institutions are supported and regularly monitored by 
active citizens. This is exactly what Romania has reminded us of.

Despite everything, there is an unexplored territory with 
opportunities for investment and attention, in a geographical 
area where the Black Sea, the Balkans and Easter Europe meet, 
a territory the size of Great Britain, and the seventh most popu‑
lous country in the EU. The potential is there. Madalina Marcu 
reminds me that many of those who formed part of Ciolos’ tech‑
nocratic government are now more involved in politics, and that 
parties like Save Romania Union – the third most‑voted party in 
the 2016 general election with a pro‑European and cosmopolitan 
agenda – “may become essential within four or five years”. It was 
within this context that 300,000 Romanians came out on the 
streets of Bucharest at the start of the year, to stop a law which 
decriminalised corruption. The initiative reversed the process 
and showed that there is a lot more beyond submission and the 
cocoon. This spontaneous generation must be supported.

*

Post Scriptum: Since he was elected, in 2014, Klaus Iohannis, the 
first President who is not ethnically Romanian, with no signifi‑
cant party affiliation, and a reformist agenda, has seen eight prime 
ministers taking turns in leading the government. The latest one 
was in January 2018: Viorica Dǎncilǎ, the first woman to run the 
country. The palatial politics, which provides and withdraws sup‑
port to rulers according to the machinations of the PSD leader, 
Liviu Dragnea – in the best Kaczynski style, in Poland – has 
brought to light the worst vices of the Romanian elite. Before the 
slowness of the great state reforms, and the EU’s inattentiveness 
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to the country’s potential, new popular protests must not be long 
in coming. Let us hope the new demands are for a better democ‑
racy and a well‑defined European direction. Russia and Turkey are 
far too close.
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Budapest looks different from the last time I was here, in 2000 
and then in 2009. It’s a cleaner, more organised city, with more to 
offer, a different cultural vibe and a tourist industry growing at 
the rate of ten per cent each year. Apparently, the 1956 revolution 
– and the brutality of the Soviet response, the 60th anniversary of 
which was marked in November 2016 – is still setting the city’s 
cultural agenda, with Viktor Orbán’s government doing every‑
thing it its power not to let the people forget the date. A vast cul‑
tural programme glorifying that historical moment of anti‑Soviet 
insurrection is ostensibly visible, aiming to be transformed into a 
landmark of Magyar affirmation, an imagery cleverly contrived by 
Orbán to promote the feeling that there is a permanent siege on a 
supposed Hungarian exceptionalism. A country with a “language 
which nobody else can speak”, in an unravelling imperial navel, 
later barbarically invaded by both Nazis and Soviets, the narra‑
tive of victimisation is running high: Brussels is trying to break us, 
Muslim refugees are trying to corrupt our purity. I feel sick just 
writing these words.

It’s the same way I felt when I visited the House of Terror, an 
example of a form of interpreting history which exploits the idea 
of constant invasion, of national pride, of being under siege, of 
identity, of protecting our own, of defending the people under 
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attack. No one can deny the horrors suffered by the Hungarian 
people, but there was no need to obliterate the internal collusion 
with the totalitarian regimes. This rewriting of history, which is 
also ongoing in Poland, as well as being grotesque, promotes isola‑
tion. It creates a fictional bubble, fuels revanchism and hatred, it 
turns generations against other generations, it creates sectarian‑
ism and distance. As several people have told me, one only needs 
to take a quick look at public television networks to witness the 
constant references to terrorism and violence, associating them 
with refugees. I should add that I didn’t see anyone on the streets 
of the Hungarian capital who fit this profile. There are news sto‑
ries of brutality, but this is all carried out by Neo‑Nazi groups 
against immigrants.

I arrived in Budapest after the first half of the European year 
had been defined by alarmist concerns regarding demagogic and 
populist far‑right trends, largely due to the uncertainty caused 
by the Dutch and French elections. Framing this agenda, with 
due nuances and variations in style and content, Trump settled 
into the White House, Putin went on promoting his “statesman” 
profile – which is appreciated by unsuspecting people through‑
out Europe – and Erdogan, in similar executive style, came down 
with all his might in the aftermath of the 2016 failed coup, thus 
completing the group of the external strongmen with the biggest 
influence over the EU.

Nonetheless, even if the Netherlands and France are breath‑
ing a sigh of relief, and the pre‑electoral atmosphere in Germany 
is now a little more relaxed, the authoritarian triangle is proceed‑
ing with no opposition. In other words, that circle of major pow‑
ers will carry on influencing EU politics in the same terms as 
it enforces its cult of personality and its internal agenda. From 
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there, and despite permanent interests with the various European 
countries, nothing good will come to an EU liberal democracy. 
The challenges for any European capital which values this politi‑
cal model are now, therefore, extremely tough: to maintain their 
permanent interests with great powers like the USA, China, Rus‑
sia and Turkey, but remaining absolutely immovable in defending 
the principles which define European integration where, fortu‑
nately, many of the democratic systems have been consolidated. 
Portugal is one example.

The European political year thus appeared to have steadied, 
even with Italy in turmoil and the Euro reforms still to be decided, 
but the truth is that it hadn’t. Even though partisan nationalism 
has been defeated in important elections, state nationalism is 
still up to no good. The second half of the year is causing a media 
resurfacing of alarmism towards concentration of power, state 
authoritarianism, violations of separation of powers, and society‑
controlling paranoia. Only this has been going on in Hungary 
since 2010, and in Poland since 2015, not to mention the tenden‑
cies of the Czech and Slovakian Republics and a certain chronic 
pattern of corrupt oligarchies in Bulgaria and Romania, which, 
despite their differences, remain dangerously close to their ancien 
régime. Even if I am aware of the historical, social and economic 
constraints which distinguish these countries’ varied journeys – 
the lack of an Imre Nagy or a Lech Walesa; subservience to Mos‑
cow with no attempts to break free; endemic poverty – it worries 
me to look at the near future of the Visegrad countries and the 
two washed by the Black Sea and observe greater strategic align‑
ment with Orbán than with Macron or Merkel.

This means that it’s not enough to worry about the assaults on 
democracy in Poland, where thousands of people have come out to 
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protest against the politicisation of the judicial system, which 
has been ongoing for quite some time. The same is happening 
in the media. It’s also not enough to shout “Fascism is com‑
ing” in 2017, when hundreds of thousands of Hungarians came 
out in Budapest throughout this first six months to fight a law 
which, in practice, would close down CEU, the largest Hun‑
garian university, founded by George Soros, simply because of 
Orbán’s persecutory strategy and political paranoia. We need to 
look more closely into what is happening. For instance, in the 
last few days we learned that the Hungarian government spent 
23 million euros in an anti‑Soros and anti‑EU campaign in the 
first six months alone, and made Mediaworks the winner of the 
advertising campaign, a company owned by Lőrinc Mészáros, 
a friend of the prime minister. At the start of the week, the gov‑
ernment launched a mass media campaign to gather support 
for a state‑funded national consultation, called Plan Soros. It 
turns every question asked of citizens into a roster of manipula‑
tions about false “facts” linking Soros’ suggestions for solving 
the refugee crisis into a supposed collusion between him and the 
“Brussels Commission”, aimed at dismantling EU nation‑states 
and imposing waves of immigrants upon them – or, as the gov‑
ernment calls them, Muslim terrorists.

In fact, present‑day Hungary appears to fit into the European 
chapter that contains all the great paradoxes in its history; those 
countries that owe their democracy and recent prosperity to inte‑
gration within the European Union, after decades of being under 
totalitarian domination, are the ones that most despise, at deci‑
sive moments such as this, the existence of a centralised policy to 
coordinate immigration, transit, hosting and asylum within the 
EU territory. In short, they embody the famous attitude of those 
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with a habit of nationalising their successes and Europeanising 
their failures.

In reality, these states’ vision is closer to the à la carte menu 
which has always defined London’s relationship with the EU, than 
with an honest commitment to the rights and duties of an all‑in 
country. It is not an accident that the highest abstention rates 
in European Parliament elections are observed in the countries 
which formed part of the great enlargement of the EU to the east; 
to them, European integration seems to have been nothing but a 
generous escape from Soviet poverty, a safe haven for the elite – 
many of whom came from the old Communist parties – and a way 
of ensuring the continuity of Christian homogeneity in their soci‑
eties. Every time a leader in some European capital cries out that 
Europe comes exclusively from the Judeo‑Christian heritage, 
which must be preserved at all costs – erasing centuries of Mus‑
lim presence in one fell swoop – Mr Orbán rejoices in his chair 
with the guarantee that Magyar purity will never be adulterated.

How differently must young Orbán have felt when the Soros 
Foundation granted him a scholarship to study at Oxford in 1989. 
There is no record that the Hungarian youngster, despite being in 
a minority, suffered any reprisals from the English, was attacked 
with pepper spray, or had a wall built around his rooms with 
barbed wire to prevent them from coming into contact with such 
a creature. Orbán is one of the many wise guys moving within 
contemporary European politics, who went from liberal to reac‑
tionary for reasons of strategy, political ambition and to be part of 
a network protected by – irony of history – Moscow. The slogans 
“white Russia” or “Hungary for Hungarians” are part of a shame‑
less agenda which might make a lot of sense in light of Mr Putin’s 
values, but which should make any European citizen hand his 
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head in shame, this Europe which constantly congratulates itself 
for its humanism and cosmopolitanism, and which regards itself 
as the universal guardian of the rule of law.

The truth is that not many children, among the 300,000 who 
survived the Mediterranean crossing and knocked on the EU’s 
door in 2015, glimpsed anything like the rule of law, respect for 
international conventions on children’s rights, or the refugee sta‑
tus which had been ratified by all member states. In this regard, 
before the event, the EU has been disastrous at anticipating the 
crises that hit it and a fiasco at coordinating how to respond; in 
the aftermath, the EU itself has little regard the law. The Orbáns 
of this world only enjoy political space because it has been gener‑
ously granted to them.

However, authoritarianism in Hungary had returned long 
before the anti‑Soros movement had emerged. It reveals extremely 
worrying symptoms and it has been treated by European institu‑
tions (not least by the European Commission) and the political 
families (none less so than the EPP) in a despicable manner. This 
is why we cannot underestimate authoritarian tendencies; they 
must be fought as soon as the first signs arise. The hunger for 
greater illiberalism – as Orbán himself likes to define his model 
– is not kept alive by the Putin factor, as a populist partisan net‑
work in several member states. As we know, this factor does not 
build the bridge between the Polish and Hungarian contexts.  
It is Trump who is admired by both: Orbán was the only EU 
leader to express his appreciation during the US campaign; 
and, more recently, the entire hierarchy in the Polish state was 
blessed with a visit by the American president, in a tour aimed, 
as always, at abuse of power, nationalist identity, Euroscepticism 
and intolerance.
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For these reasons, the network of anti‑EU parties is even more 
worrying, because these parties have deep roots in the system 
and eat away at it from the inside. Do these societies have a true 
desire to leave the EU, thus justifying this ongoing aggressive ten‑
dency? No, they don’t. The anti‑Brussels rhetoric – which Orbán 
accuses of wishing to turn Hungarians into homo brusselicus – is 
merely instrumental to the nationalist agenda. No politician can 
urge a split when he or she depends on community funds to per‑
form and remain in power. Not least because 95 per cent of public 
investment is co‑funded by the EU, making Hungary one of the 
countries which most benefits from community funding. Several 
EU leaders have warned Budapest of potential financial losses if 
they insist on defying court rulings regarding refugee quotas. The 
centre‑left, fallen into disgrace after a brief stint in government, 
before Orbán clawed back power in 2010, is worried about the 
possibility of the country losing the EU’s financial support. Some 
of the people I spoke to say that there is no Hungarian economy 
without the EU markets and companies, so a split would lead to 
the country’s bankruptcy. However, in order to redress the bal‑
ance, Orbán has captured the attention of Moscow, and especially 
of Beijing, placing Hungary as the land entrance for China’s New 
Silk Road.

There is, in this framework of party failure, a lack of politi‑
cal diversity and alternatives with the ability to dispute Fidesz’ 
hegemony. Even so, Csaba Tóth is optimistic. Over an evening 
conversation, the director of Republikon, a think tank on interna‑
tional politics, tells me that “the Prime Minister is gradually los‑
ing his grip on reality and there are pockets of discontent which 
could swing votes over to Jobbik, both in the 2018 general elec‑
tion and in the 2019 local elections”. Rather than focusing on the 
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weakening of power, this observation reveals the strategic move 
on Jobbik’s part to become not Orbán’s crutch, but an alternative 
to him. What has changed? András Petho, a journalist from Direkt 
36, an up‑and‑coming online newspaper centred around investi‑
gative journalism which has exposed the corruption surround‑
ing Orbán, meets me by the sumptuous parliament building to 
explain what is happening:

“Jobbik is re‑centring the narrative, focusing more on political 
ethics, fighting corruption and low salaries, and less on xenopho‑
bia and Magyar identity. It has been opening its doors to negotia‑
tions with other parties for a potential anti‑Fidesz front, and has 
been acquiring funding from a figure who has taken on a new cen‑
tral role in Hungarian politics: Lajos Simicska, an oligarch who 
had been very close to Orbán since their secondary school days, 
but who has become the prime minister’s number two enemy, 
after Soros, whose number one position is unshakable.” As well 
as being Fidesz’ former treasurer, Simicska is one of the richest 
oligarchs in the country, with commercial interests extending to 
the media, including the main conservative newspaper, Magyar 
Nemzet, the HirTV news channel and the Lanchid radio station.

This might seem the epitome of discredit, but the re‑centring 
of a radical party such as Jobbik is not without its foundations. 
The party regards itself as the heir of the “2006 generation”, the 
year marked by protests against the Socialist government whose 
leader lied to the country about the state of the economy and 
public finances. A recent study about Jobbik’s electoral base in 
the region where it has its strongest support (the Northeast) tells 
us that 37 per cent used to vote for Fidesz, but that another 21 per 
cent usually voted for left‑wing parties, which were not necessar‑
ily xenophobic. In other words, there could be room for grow‑
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ing in a – let’s say – more moderate direction. In fact, the parties 
on offer are changing within the cosmopolitan setting, with the 
foundation of a new Macron‑inspired party, Momentum. Liberal 
as well as urban, it brought together many of the 250,000 people 
who, through a public petition launched in the winter of 2016, 
forced the government to drop Budapest’s Olympic bid for the 
2024 games, exposing the “extravagance” and “corruption mon‑
ster” it would generate. Despite its dynamics, the five per cent 
legal requirement for parliamentary representation will probably 
force them to forge pre‑election coalitions. An important part of 
the public debate lies in the capacity to build those bridges.

Be that as it may, there are new reasons for concern, given 
that a series of different groups are on course to form a new far‑
right movement to oppose Jobbik’s moderation and its conver‑
sion into a more popular party. There are at least three groups 
involved: Betyársereg, known for its violent actions; Érpa‑
tak, made up of rural leaders with racist views, and Identitesz, 
a group of far‑right university students, founded in September 
2015. Despite the fact that this never makes it to the western 
press, there is some new competition on the Hungarian party 
chessboard, even if polls are keeping Fidesz in a comfortable 
lead. Depending on their ability to form a structured alterna‑
tive, on the way they capture the votes lost by Orbán and his 
opponents, and “the breadth of the investigations into the cor‑
ruption and enrichment of Orbán’s political and family circle”, 
as András Petho explains to me, we might see some electoral 
erosion of Fidesz in the general election.

Tibor Mezei, a diplomat working on Hungary’s Asian policy 
at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, is overtly critical 
of the government and its European policy. He reminds me that 
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“Hungary was, only a few days ago, mentioned in Germany’s 
campaign”, which means that the siege might be closing in, as 
“we are deeply dependent on the German economy, especially 
its car industry, with many of their factories based here”; and 
he asks me what Lisbon had thought of the recent Salzburg 
meeting, led by Macron and which left Hungary out. Perhaps 
because it happened on 23 August, the press largely overlooked 
the meeting of the French president with three prime ministers 
from Central and Eastern Europe (Slovakia, the Czech Republic 
and Austria) – an initiative which, at first sight, appeared merely 
to be seeking the support of the Community directive on equal 
salaries in the same business sector between nationals from a 
particular member state and workers from another, but which 
ended up having two wider political consequences.

The first was to project Macron as the defender of labour, 
salary and circulation parity, in a part of Europe where this is a 
delicate subject and is very topical, due to the Brexit negotia‑
tions. The second was to separate the Visegrad four, not having 
even met with the leaders of Poland and Hungary. This week, in 
Budapest, I was asked by several analysts about the impact of the 
French president’s tour (he went on to Romania and Bulgaria) on 
this developing European chessboard. My response could have 
been none other than: I heard practically no one discussing the 
subject in the western European press.

Macron’s European agenda is clear, dynamic and in progress. 
He needs support among members of the eurozone – the political 
centre of his project for European integration – he needs Ger‑
many’s agreement, and he needs to break up the so‑called buffer 
zones with a growing feeling of distrust regarding Macron’s ongo‑
ing federalism.
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The main one is secured and it’s called the United Kingdom. By 
jumping ship, London is allowing Paris to become the European 
pivot after Brexit, and Paris is encouraged to lead reforms which 
others will tend to adopt. In other words, the idea of France and 
the idea of Europe will once again be undistinguishable. The sec‑
ond problematic buffer zone unites the Visegrad four (which are 
far from being a cohesive group) in a dangerous direction towards 
concentration and abuse of power, favouritism, identity national‑
ism and violation of the rule of law.

Breaking up the group was the strategy that Macron took to 
Salzburg, setting a precedent which opened the door to a new 
split between Bratislava and Budapest, in accepting the decision 
of the European Court of Justice about refugee quotas.

Merkel has already mentioned in her campaign that Germany 
and the EU are considering taking a harder stance on Orbán (and 
was immediately contradicted by the Minister of Finance, Wolf‑
gang Schäuble), and Macron used the diplomatic route to do what 
the Chancellor has done via the rhetorical route. The truth is 
this: if the German government really wanted to put Orbán in his 
place, it could have already done so via the EPP or using commer‑
cial sanctions, given the level of Hungarian dependence on Ger‑
many. By never choosing to take this route, and by letting Orbán’s 
power grow, it tacitly agreed to accept the following corollary: the 
recognition that a EU which moves at different paces and with 
different integration circles implies living with and accepting 
semi‑autocratic regions on the Eastern front.

In a way, this thinking ends up projecting the eurozone space 
as the only one which keeps the pillars of integration alive, in a 
game of mirrors played against those that did not join the sin‑
gle currency, ending up defining many of them as renegades of a 
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process which they are not able to keep up with. This message 
is not widely adhered to by rich countries like Scandinavia, but 
it has an impact on countries which depend on the EU budget, 
like the ones to the east. On the one hand, it might act as an 
incentive for them to secure the requirements for joining, and 
even accelerating their admission into the single currency. On 
the other hand, this has led the respective nationalist govern‑
ments to charge the debate with their identity‑centred posture 
of constant victimisation facing an external oppressor/invader. 
In this respect, Orbán is more sophisticated in his interpreta‑
tion of Magyar social psychology than we would believe from the 
outside. The very recent departure of Slovakia and the Czech 
Republic from the nationalist alliance with Poland and Hungary 
proves that there is room to take advantage of that duality of 
effects which the centralisation of the eurozone might produce.

Precisely because we are about to enter the negotiation stage 
for the next community budget – presumably lacking its Brit‑
ish portion – and because the reinforcement of the Paris‑Berlin 
axis earns no sympathy from Warsaw, Budapest or Bucharest, it is 
likely that the trend towards authoritarianism will gain traction, 
before the fate of each portion is indexed to governing practices 
at the budget table. And it had better be. Just as it would be good 
if the attacks on democracy which have been silently undermin‑
ing the EU would cease to be swept under the rug. Despite every‑
thing, there is one thing we do know: the silence of the few is 
addressed by thousands who do not wish to return to the past. In 
Warsaw, Budapest, Bucharest and Sofia, we can still be proud of 
them.
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*

Post Scriptum: In November, Budapest hosted the 16+1 summit – or, 
more accurately, 1+16, given that the leading country was China. 
This forum brings together countries from Central and Eastern 
Europe, and is extended to some of the future EU members from 
the Balkans, and is revealing of the Hungarian ambition: to be at 
the heart of the land connection to the Belt and Road Initiative, 
the massive commercial and political statement project linking 
the South China Sea, the India Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea, 
and the South Atlantic, by investing in large infrastructures (logis‑
tical and transportation) in Asia, Africa and Latin America. But 
Europe has not been left out and, after the Port of Piraeus, it is 
the railroad between Belgrade and Budapest which is very much 
on Orbán’s radar – he who also got state funding from Chinese 
banking. The next meeting will be held in Sofia.

On 8 April 2018, after an election campaign defined by the 
myth of the “Islamic invasion” and “Brussels’ authoritarianism”, 
Orbán was re‑elected for a new term, after Fidesz won back 
overall majority for the third time running. Holding two thirds 
of parliamentary seats, the party’s road to changing the Consti‑
tution and stepping up the regime’s authoritarianism has now 
been paved, starting by placing the free press under threat. Two 
days after the election, a newspaper and a radio station would be 
closed down through lack of funding. Both exposed Orbán’s web 
of corruption during the campaign and were part of the edito‑
rial group owned by Simicska, formerly Orbán’s best friend, now 
turned enemy. Hungary might hold elections, but it is further and 
further away from being a healthy democracy. May 1956 resist for 
the best reasons.
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Angela Merkel stays while French presidents go. Since she came 
to power in 2005, the Chancellor has already worked with four, 
but perhaps never as much as now, with Macron, has the Franco‑
German axis been so decisive. Macron’s victories were welcomed 
in Berlin. On the one hand, because maintaining France at the 
EU’s political centre guarantees its non‑disintegration. For Ger‑
many – and the tribute to Helmut Kohl defines this maxim –  
a united Europe is crucial to a united Germany, which means that 
European integration is still strategic for a strong, rich and influ‑
ential Germany. It is no accident that the main slogan used in 
CDU’s campaign for the September general election is “strength‑
ening Europe means strengthening Germany”. On the other 
hand, while that trilogy gives it a unipolar status in Europe, it is 
not announced as a source of delight, rather a burden that the 
German political class and society do not wish to carry alone. To 
Berlin, failing as Europe’s leader might lead to continental dis‑
aggregation, and that would mean, going back to the same argu‑
ment, weakening its status and internal unity in itself.

This is why Macron’s relationship with Merkel is so decisive 
to the future of Europe. The particularity of this moment when 
the exit of a member state is being negotiated implies leader‑
ship among the positions adopted by the 27, under penalty of the 
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disaster being greater for all. The issues that set the start of the 
Brexit negotiations this week (the rights of EU citizens in the UK 
and vice‑versa) have shown that a pragmatic and firm approach 
under Franco‑German direction could sway British intransi‑
gence and speed up results. If we add to this the fact that Lille 
and Frankfurt have been flagged as the next headquarters for the 
European agencies currently based in London (pharmaceuticals 
and banking authority), we realise who is steering the negotia‑
tions. Besides, the frozen crises in the eurozone, starting with the 
urgency of reform and ending in Greece or Italy, force the imple‑
mentation of a roadmap which has already been drawn up but  
still requires an agreement between Paris and Berlin. And the vari‑
ous European crises (unemployment, refugees, Russian influence, 
terrorism) need to see common mechanisms that value coopera‑
tion to the detriment of unilateral advances, and the reinforce‑
ment of cohesion among states, in order for the EU to be seen by 
citizens as a structural part of their lives, rather than an obstacle. 
Changing perception between the base and the top of the Euro‑
pean pyramid is the great antidote to the rise of populism, nation‑
alism and radicalism.

But there is also a perception game between Berlin and Paris. 
While Macron expects his federalising proposals of the eurozone 
to be well received, Merkel remains under double expectations 
about this month’s election and the implementation of Macron’s 
plan for domestic reforms, which could transform the relation‑
ship with Berlin into an equation of greater parity; the economic 
asymmetry of the past 15 years was one of the reasons which led 
to a political imbalance in steering European fates.

Macron’s plan is essentially based on the 2014 PisaniFerry‑
Enderlein report, in which the current French President and Ger‑
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many’s Minister for Economic Affairs, Sigmar Gabriel, played a 
part. On the domestic front, a generous menu for infrastructures, 
technology and training jobseekers, while lowering company taxes 
and making hiring and firing more flexible. Concurrently, it pro‑
poses a budget in the eurozone which is funded by member states, 
run by a single Ministry of Finance and under the supervision of 
a parliament created for the single currency zone. According to 
Macron, this financial mutualisation would enable an increase in 
public expenditure and job creation, without exceeding the lim‑
its set by treaties, allowing transfers between the states to make 
up for imbalances within the eurozone. In other words, Macron’s 
success depends on European cooperation. The big question is 
whether he will get it. In order to secure it, he needs to expand 
diplomatic priorities beyond Berlin. He especially needs to main‑
tain a close relationship with Rome, Madrid and Warsaw. The first 
two will consolidate the eurozone agenda, while the third will be 
crucial to reversing the illiberal course on which the east is set. All 
three will be essential to reinforcing European defence under the 
terms that Paris and Berlin wish: credibility in security, military 
means and defence research will be the pillars of the EU’s exter‑
nal credibility with the Mediterranean, Russia, the USA and China.

Little by little, Merkel is making her way in Europe with a 
smarter diplomatic strategy, which attracts a lot less hostility 
than it did a couple of years ago. Polls show that part of the Ger‑
man centre‑left have expressed their appreciation for the chan‑
cellor, for her welcoming policy on refugees and fighting climate 
change, a menu to which will soon be added the recent Bunde‑
stag approval of marriage between people of the same sex. After 
spending a lifetime on the other side of the barricade, the truth 
is that the debate made it to the political agenda after Merkel 
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revealed herself open to it at a conference. Despite having voted 
against, the Chancellor allowed CDU MPs to vote freely, and pre‑
vented an issue supported by over 75 per cent of Germans from 
becoming pivotal in the general election, as well as a stumbling 
block for expected negotiations with three parties, indispensable 
in a new coalition (SPD, FDP and Greens). This way, she can focus 
nearly all of her campaign on the leadership qualities which set 
her apart from Schulz, placing her at the political centre to try 
and obtain a majority. We will see if she succeeds.

On the international plane, the level of trust in Merkel has 
now stabilised and, in some cases, it’s even gone up. In July, when 
Hamburg hosted the G7 and G20 summits, the isolation of the 
US administration and the empathy for the Chancellor became 
very clear. Those days showed how comfortable the other Euro‑
pean G20 countries were with her leadership. Paolo Gentiloni, 
the Italian prime minister, said “he was in good hands with the 
Chancellor”, Emmanuel Macron believed in Merkel’s “diplo‑
matic talent”, and the President of the European Council, Don‑
ald Tusk, confirmed that “Europe would speak with one voice” in 
the summit’s main issues: free trade, climate change and global 
immigration. Trump, on his part, arrived in Hamburg deeply 
steeped in the thousands of stories he stars in from dawn to 
dusk. There is no point in expanding on them, not least because 
they stoop so low that we can but cringe for the American presi‑
dent. It is, however, worth mentioning what General McMas‑
ter, National Security Advisor, said when he was asked about the 
agenda that Trump would bring to the G20. His response was: 
“There’s no specific agenda, it’s really going to be whatever the 
president wants to talk about.” This is where we are at: the level 
of professionalism in the White House has sunk so low that we 
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no longer understand whether we’re talking about grown‑ups or 
a bunch of spoiled brats. As Merkel said after the American pres‑
ident’s visit to NATO, “the US is no longer a reliable partner”. 
German‑American relations have gone through several stages in 
these post‑war decades, and they even reached an extreme level 
of animosity during the Iraq war in 2003 (in Parting Ways, Ste‑
phen Szabo tells this story skilfully), but today’s rift is unprec‑
edented. It is ideologically antagonistic, strategically opposed, 
personally incompatible.

We are going through a new phase in the west, on top of the 
levels of uncertainty that have meanwhile been raised by Brexit, 
Trump’s transactional worldview, eastern illiberalism and Bal‑
kan nationalism. The existence of a healthy and convergent 
relationship between Berlin and Washington has been a pillar 
of stability for liberal democracies. All of this means that it is of 
paramount importance to be assertive in its defence. Therefore, 
the European convergence at the G20 summit is a positive sign, 
not letting climate change, free trade and openness to immigra‑
tion fall off the agenda. There is much room for improvement 
on these three axes, they need compromises with countries 
outside Europe, but the worst that could happen to Europeans 
would be to fall into the Toys ‘R’ Us trend which currently reigns 
in Washington.

Merkel understood the present‑day dilemma and has done 
everything to keep Beijing and New Delhi in the Paris Agree‑
ment. The European Commission is about to close the free‑trade 
deal with Japan and Mercosul. And, once again, it is Berlin that is 
looking at Africa as no other European country is doing: as the 
continent of the future, both in terms of opportunities, demo‑
graphics and expenditure, but also in the huge risks involved in a 
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potentially vast migratory surge to Europe as a result of extreme 
effects of climate change, poverty and conflict. With a 20 per 
cent increase in the budget to aid development, Germany wants 
to lead a new relationship between Africa and Europe, attract‑
ing investment, generating employment, monitoring expenses, 
having decision‑makers take responsibility, stabilising societies 
and reducing the waves of forced immigration. For the moment, 
there are five countries in view (Ivory Coast, Senegal, Rwanda, 
Morocco and Tunisia); but, if we consider that, within the next 30 
years, the young African population alone will grow from 230 mil‑
lion to 452 million, we realise the potential of doing everything in 
good time, and the risks involved in doing nothing.

I’m always excited to be back in Berlin. I certainly wouldn’t 
mind living in this city, even though I love Lisbon. I went to 
see a retrospective exhibition about the life of former Chancel‑
lor Willy Brandt, at his foundation, right in the middle of Unter 
den Linden. Sometimes it’s good to look back at how a genera‑
tion that suffered so much because of the war was able to man‑
age peace within a construct of democratic identities which fit 
in with each other, and understand the importance of the word 
as crucial in the assertion of a political project and in mobilising 
communities. Right next door, the Brandenburg Gate frames the 
US, French and Russian embassies. Not far from there, Hungary’s 
embassy raises its flag, as a metaphor for what Germany is sur‑
rounded by. All that’s missing is the Chinese flag to complete the 
total of the issues currently pressuring Berlin. External expecta‑
tions are running high: will Germany play a more ambitious role 
abroad? Does Berlin wish to become normalised, after decades of 
enforced restraint, exposing a German agenda to solve crises sur‑
rounding Europe? Is Merkel a captain up to the task? The answer 
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to all three questions is the same: no. And there are different rea‑
sons for this answer.

Even if there are high expectations about a German hege‑
mony (which many consider Machiavellian) asserted in Europe – 
within the context of Brexit, Macron’s inexperience and the lack 
of trust in Trump – nothing could be further from Berlin’s goals. 
Germany has not yet closed the post‑war circle of contention, nor 
has it managed to guarantee domestic cohesion after 1989, which 
may mentally lead the eastern part of the country to a proactive 
internationalist attitude. On the contrary, the impressive results 
expected there from Die Linke and the AfD reveal a version that 
is divisively turned inwards, profoundly focused on identity and 
nostalgia, aligned with Moscow and never with Brussels. Jana Pug‑
lierin, director of the European programme within the German 
Council on Foreign Relations, confirms to me that the Russians 
funded the AfD and Die Linke. The Germany that will come out 
of this election has no intention of meeting the expectations of 
those who would have it lead the “free world” instead of the USA.

I meet with Ali Aslan near the Brandenburg Gate. When he 
walks into the café, I witness his popularity among the staff. Aslan 
is the star of political talk shows and he mediates many national and 
international debates. His simplicity is infectious, and his journey 
is a success story. He was born in Istanbul 40 years ago, and moved 
to Hamburg with his parents when he was two. He lived in the US 
for 13 years, studied at Columbia and Harvard, and returned to Ber‑
lin as a journalist. His trajectory is, in itself, a political statement in 
present‑day Germany; it is possible to make it in a competitive envi‑
ronment, even if one was not born a German. Conversation flows 
easily, Ali Aslan is refreshing in his observations and always main‑
tains a keen political sensitivity. He is both critical and complimen‑
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tary about Angela Merkel: “She does everything in her power to 
take issues to their final conclusion, without much debate or taking 
particular sides, only to finally end up deciding pragmatically. She 
is rather dry in the process, being the target of much hatred within 
the CDU. Despite that, Germans like her austere style. But she has 
zero strategic vision.” This idea had already been shared in another 
interesting conversation I had with journalist and writer Ursula 
Weidenfeld, who told me that “Merkel’s pragmatism and cen‑
trism are both appreciated and her weaknesses at the same time”. 
I ask Ali where Germany’s international interests actually lie. His 
answer is disconcerting: “I’m not sure. Germany has been a team 
maker since 1945, I can’t even identify a German formula for solving 
international crises. In Europe, the country has been an unspoken 
– and, to my mind, not yet normalised – leader. The EU has acted 
as Germany’s rehabilitation centre post‑World War and post‑Cold 
War.” Aslan has an exact sense of the impact of words, while I try to 
refute this or that point. Starting with the consolidation of the euro 
to face future crises. “I can only foresee convenient management 
of German interests, not big commitments towards euro reform”, 
he admits, realistically. Ursula Weidenfeld is of the same opinion: “I 
am dubious of the drive for eurozone reform and of the desire by a 
new large coalition to meet Macron’s expectations.” Sylke Tempel, 
Director of Publications at the German Council on Foreign Rela‑
tions, and a very prevalent voice in Germany’s debate on foreign 
policy, slightly disagrees. “The priority will be the eurozone, with its 
focus on helping France, but always in defence of German interests.”

That doesn’t mean that there isn’t a grid of international 
interests which fit the German national interest. For a start, the 
EU. Brexit’s direct effect on the continentalisation of European 
politics forces the two big ones to take responsibilities. Merkel 
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will do anything for the French president to be successful over 
the same years that she, too, will predictably rule Germany 
again, or we might be facing Le Pen next. In order to achieve 
that, Merkel seems willing to meet some of the proposals from 
the Élysée (eurozone budget, finance minister, tax harmonisa‑
tion for companies, European monetary fund), but this willing‑
ness is not a clear certainty, nor has the timeframe for it ever been 
announced, nor is there a minimal internal consensus capable of 
accelerating that apparent predisposition on the Chancellor’s 
part. The speech that Macron will make the day after tomorrow 
on the subject will place great pressure on Berlin, which will cer‑
tainly not please Merkel. Even though she can handle pressure, 
she’s far from being a visionary reformist with the ambition of 
leaving a legacy, like Adenauer, Brandt or Kohl. Merkel is much 
more a good building manager than the brilliant architect who 
will change the neighbourhood. In the words of Tempel: “The 
three historical Chancellors were long‑term strategists. Schröder, 
a mid‑term reformist with the 2010 agenda. Merkel is the man‑
ager of the reforms included in that agenda and of the various cri‑
ses which have been assailing Europe.”

The Chancellor is on her way to her fourth term, without 
ever having secured an absolute majority, all of which demand‑
ing constant hyper‑pragmatic management. Over the course of 
the last 12 years, Japan has had seven prime ministers, France has 
had four presidents and the USA three. More than predictability, 
Merkel has offered stability in implementing the great structural 
reforms approved by Schröder in 2003, she has ensured a steady 
increase in the economy and in employment (even if precarity 
was an inevitability) and, above all, she has shown good judge‑
ment in the crises she faced. During the various talks I had this 
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week in Berlin, it became clear that it is this that the Germans 
value, generally speaking: constant risk avoidance, a firm deci‑
sive figure, a bridge‑maker, a politician with sober habits.

Despite being reflexive, Merkel has, therefore, been a crisis 
manager. Germans appreciated her sudden shift on nuclear policy 
after Fukushima, the difficult balance between German and EU 
interests during the debt crisis, and above all her firm stance at 
the height of the refugee influx, even knowing that it would open 
the doors to AfD. But that does not mean that the election won’t 
have relevant consequences for Germany and Europe.

The first will be the arrival of the AfD at the Bundestag, dragging 
with them many conservatives who are unhappy with Merkel’s 
centrism, militant xenophobes, those nostalgic for the east, EU 
haters, Putin admirers and all those who are out of sync with 
the “2010 Agenda”. Their entry into parliament is “the greatest 
tectonic shock in post‑war German politics”, as Claudia Huber, 
from the Alfred Herrhausen Society, tells me, and with room to 
grow if the CDU and SPD remain indistinguishable forever. Ali 
Aslan even thinks that “many do not feel they are represented, 
because the large coalition has drained institutional debate and 
opposition”, an argument also explored by Weidenfeld in her lat‑
est book, Rigierung ohne Volk [“Government Without People”], 
where she discusses precisely this last decade of alienation for 
many voters, especially in Eastern Germany, leading to growing 
discontent with the political system, representation, transforma‑
tion in employment and the economy. For Claudia Huber, “the 
technological challenge of the German economy and the labour 
market is already changing national politics, and it will have an 
increasingly bigger impact, especially if the large parties overlook 
their main dynamics”.
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The second is the result for the SPD. If Schulz gets less than 
22/23 per cent, he becomes too vulnerable to be able to assert 
himself in another coalition and guarantee the Finance Min‑
istry or autonomy on Foreign Affairs, as well as opening up an 
internal debate on ideological dilapidation as a junior partner. 
Even if they reach an agreement, it will not be a cohesive coali‑
tion, and both the right within the CDU and the left within 
the SPD will make their dissonance heard. A solution involv‑
ing the CDU, the FDP and the Green Party will always be dys‑
functional and internally competitive, especially when it comes 
to the eurozone reforms. Ursula Weidenfeld thinks that such a 
combination “will never work, in spite of the serious pressure 
on the Green Party to be included in the future government, 
something that does not happen with the FDP”. For the Ger‑
man journalist, the SPD is facing a crisis of direction and leader‑
ship, which might turn left in the event of a leadership dispute 
which favours the rise of, for example, the current Labour Min‑
ister, Andrea Nahles.

The German question which has been reprieved in this elec‑
tion is, therefore, twofold: the future of the euro (and the EU) 
requires a German leadership which is culturally reluctant, and 
Merkel’s electoral walk only apparently brings stability. Germany 
is still overwhelmed by its paradoxes. So, let us be prepared. On 
average, looking back at the seven elections held since reunifi‑
cation, it took Germany 45 days to have a government in office, 
and the last coalition, in 2013, was shut down only 83 days later. 
The importance of the portfolios, despite the broad convergence 
at the centre between the CDU and the SPD, and the fight for 
the ministries, are all inescapable reasons. I wouldn’t be surprised 
if that negotiating timeframe was now repeated. Firstly, because 
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Germany has a three‑way solution on the table for the first time 
(CDU/FDP/Green Party), which in reality is four‑way (with CSU).  
Secondly, because the historical drop of the CDU – the party that 
lost the most MPs in this election, even though it is by far the 
one which has held on to the most constituencies – takes away 
some of its power to impose its agenda on potential junior parties 
and the ministries it would want, starting with finance. Does this 
mean that Merkel’s fourth government will be erratic, dysfunc‑
tional and short‑lived? In order to answer this, we need to resolve 
some prior arguments.

Firstly, Germans don’t like early elections or political instabil‑
ity. What can be seen in other countries as a solution, and even a 
sign of democratic vitality, is looked on by Berlin as a mechanism 
for systemic defeat. As this is the – let’s say – psychological con‑
text, it is unlikely that a solution led by Merkel will not ensure the 
normal conclusion of the term, whatever the cost. In this sense, 
even if there is a programme divergence, a personality clash, new 
crises within and outside the EU or political scandals, Merkel and 
her partners will do anything to lead the coalition to 2021. On the 
outside, the AfD and the SPD will, by different means, do every‑
thing they can to dismantle the coalition, the former to carry on 
winning over voters from the CDU’s right wing and, in the per‑
spective of the latter, to recover voters who had been lost to the 
FDP and the Green Party. In other words, the Jamaica coalition 
may even face erratic and dysfunctional moments, but that might 
not stop them from pushing on.

The second argument is that that path might serve the Chan‑
cellor’s interests, in the sense that it might both ensure govern‑
ment continuity and allow the FDP and the Greens to suffer the 
consequences of erratic management of their ministries.
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In other words, capitalising on others’ inexperience until she 
is called to do what she knows best: solve crises and reinforce her 
position as the leader. I’m assuming that such erratic manage‑
ment would never be fatal, precisely because there is no tradition 
of early elections, nor is that the popular wish.

Thirdly, handing Foreign Affairs over to the Green Party 
would not greatly change Germany’s European policy; in fact, it 
would give a pro‑federal impression, allowing Merkel to emerge 
as the pragmatist who finds common denominators compatible 
with Emmanuel Macron’s broad aspirations. On the other hand, 
giving Finance over to the FDP might produce the same effect, 
given that liberals widely dance to Wolfgang Schäuble’s tune, 
but paving the way for the conclusion of a banking union and 
transformation of the European Stability Mechanism within a 
European monetary fund. Merkel’s job is to shape these two pro‑
posals in a way that they meet Macron, as she needs the French 
president to experience a minimum amount of success with the 
reformist menu that he presented at the Sorbonne this week. If 
Merkel contributes to the failure of Macron’s presidency, she will 
not only have to witness the power of the AfD in the German 
debate, but she is also likely to end her mandate watching Marine 
Le Pen climbing the stairway to the Élysée. That is not the legacy 
Merkel will wish to be remembered for.

Macron’s plan is a list that maximises France’s role in the EU. 
It’s the programmatic translation of an identity delusion of gran‑
deur seeking to take advantage of a certain lack of definition in 
Germany and the balancing void caused by the UK’s exit. It’s a 
return to the idea of Paris as a beacon of a supposed uniform, 
harmonious project desired by 500 million citizens. It is, if we 
wish, a menu which Macron knows is unfulfillable but that easily 
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identifies him with an apparently progressive idea of the EU. In 
addition, it consolidates him generationally within the member 
states and forces Berlin to react, instead of the opposite. Politi‑
cally speaking, it’s a tall order. On the other hand, the three or 
four items which Merkel could support might be enough to save 
the plan and keep it on track. Once again, the FDP’s schaublism 
might work in Merkel’s favour, reducing Macron’s plan to the 
realm of the possible and thus saving everyone’s face.

The big problem might come from another direction: the 
increasing idea that Merkel does not publicly discuss roadmaps or 
proposals, that she drains the debate with silence only to appear 
at the moment of a final decision regarding a crisis, when every‑
thing seems to be falling apart. This projection of coolness and 
judgment still has its followers, but many punished her at the 
polls because they felt despised or undervalued in the Chancel‑
lor’s method and decisions. In order to bridge this gap, even if 
she runs to the right on immigration to please the CSU and put 
the brakes on the AfD, Merkel needs to change some of the traits 
in her political nature, traits which come, in her own words, as 
the result of someone who “spent 35 years talking to only a few 
people a day and reflecting for hours on end”. If the fall of the 
Wall changed her and the political zigzag has been leading her, it 
might be that the Jamaica coalition will bring Merkel the pace she 
has been lacking.

If over two decades of unification have cemented Germany’s 
natural position in Europe, if the country is perhaps the only one 
in the EU with an autonomous geo‑economic strategy towards 
the rest of the world, and if the Teutonic leadership of the euro‑
zone has generated a wave of resistance to the German “unipolar 
moment”, which Berlin Republic will emerge from this election? 
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There is an inflated expectation of change, and it’s worth remem‑
bering that the governments that are still fragile are the ones in 
Madrid, Rome, Paris, Athens and Lisbon. Not the German one. 
Merkel will have her legitimacy reinforced – she might not even 
need to switch partners – and she will take her course. Which is? 
To save the euro that saved Germany.

It’s worth remembering that the monetary union formed in 
Maastricht was not a German diktat in order to dominate Europe, 
but a European strategy to contain a unified Germany. Mitter‑
rand, who initially opposed reunification, thus tied Berlin to the 
integration bench where Paris had already reserved a seat. If the 
euro was poorly designed – as this crisis has proven – that has as 
much to do with the political constraints at the time (usually for‑
gotten by purists in their economic analysis), as it has with the 
“qualities” of its founders, Mitterrand and Kohl, too often dei‑
fied for any reason. But if its origin had clear political contours, 
the first decade of the euro led Germany to the podium of world 
exports, turned it into a colossus of manufacturing, and provided 
it with the political muscle it flexes in today’s Europe. The point is 
to find out whether the framework of common “solutions” (either 
German or negotiated among member states) can save the single 
currency and European economies, and stabilise public finances. 
There are legitimate doubts about that.

The formulas that have been found have an excessive German 
stamp on them, and this is due much more to the fact that a large 
number of European leaders have done nothing but dig their own 
graves. Maybe we should start by questioning the reasons which 
made that happen.



[224]

the b -side of europe

*

Post Scriptum: Even more terrible than the historical rise of the 
far‑right and its entry into the Bundestag was the shock caused 
by the news of Sylke Tempel’s death, two weeks after our extraor‑
dinary conversation in Berlin. Sylke did not survive when a tree 
crashed onto her car, in the middle of a storm that hit Germany, 
as she was returning from a meeting with several think tank 
officials and the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Sigmar Gabriel. 
There was a generalised emotional response within the transat‑
lantic foreign policy community, the ultimate proof of the inter‑
national reach of the intellectual brilliance and human qualities 
displayed by Sylke.

On the political field, negotiations for a “Jamaica coalition” 
failed in November and, despite Martin Schulz’ initial reluctance 
in agreeing to negotiate a new deal with Angela Merkel, the truth 
is that he was forced into a volte‑face. On 4 March 2018, SPD 
militants would validate a new large coalition, this time with 
Finance and Foreign Affairs under the party’s tutelage. Along 
the way, Schulz could not guarantee his presence in the future 
government, and he was punished for his poor political manage‑
ment, handing over the leadership of the party to Andrea Nahles. 
The CDU, in turn, elected a new Secretary‑General, Annegret 
KrampKarrenbauer, blessed by Merkel, thus ensuring succession. 
The “great coalition” now begins a new chapter, while the AfD 
asserts itself as the main opposition party in the Bundestag. We’ll 
have to wait and see how long this scenario will last.
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Madrid, the day after the Catalan independence referendum. 
The streets are filled with Spanish flags unfurled on the balco‑
nies, an echo of what happened in Portugal during the Euro 2004. 
Patriotism is running high. Even before this referendum, it was 
practically impossible to find someone in the Spanish capital who 
sympathised with Catalonian separatism, and the identity sover‑
eignty of the flags makes everything even clearer: no matter how 
progressive my interviewees were, none of them expressed any 
tolerance towards the cause.

I meet with Francisco de Borja Lasheras at the European 
Council on Foreign Relations office, near the Prado Museum. 
Lasheras runs the Spanish branch of this pan‑European think 
tank, and an analytical pessimism is evident on his face, in his eyes 
and in his words. “What a massive problem we have on our hands, 
I really don’t know how we’re going to get out of it”, he admits. 
As he wrote recently, in an accurate analysis which was widely 
shared in the press and social media, “this crisis represents the 
colossal failure of the entire Spanish political class”. Lasheras is a 
clear defender of the legal route championed by the government, 
but he thinks that the absolute intransigence regarding alterna‑
tive institutional routes has not brought a positive outcome to 
the Catalonian problem.
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There is already an economic problem and the large Catalo‑
nian urban centres do not care for pro‑independence unilateral‑
ism. “We need common sense. I’m not optimistic.” Tomás Poveda, 
former communication director for the Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, José Manuel GarcíaMargallo, who I have lunch with near 
the Fundación Raphael del Pino, goes even further to say: “Article 
155 is the door to a switch in Catalonian players. The legal frame‑
work cannot be broken by a single inch. This is a coup disguised 
as democracy. In the end, I believe common sense will prevail.”

There have always been politicians with an ambition that was 
at odds with the reality before them. The mandate that the pro‑
independence leader, Carles Puigdemont, announced as being a 
safe pass for the desired, cohesive, undisputed and risk‑free inde‑
pendence, simply doesn’t stem from the 1st October referendum. 
Firstly, it had no internal legal basis. Secondly, the numbers can‑
not be verified in a serious and independent manner. Thirdly, 
it was very cloak and dagger. Fourthly, it bore no international 
recognition, nor can the EU judicially accommodate a bid for 
independence carried out hurriedly and against a member state. 
Fifthly, the economy had a mass reaction, as had happened before 
the elections, against a radicalised, risk‑prone process which has 
no legal definition and a sever lack of political definition. Lastly, 
we should remember that nearly 60 per cent of the Catalan peo‑
ple did not come out to vote, and that there is a rift in society 
between those in favour of unilateral independence, those who 
want a negotiated independence, and those in favour of consti‑
tutional reform. What happened in the streets of Barcelona over 
the last week has proven that social cohesion around Puigdemont 
is nothing but an illusion. In other words, the mandate is weak, 
doubtful and does not reinforce the front led by Generalitat.
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Puigdemont tried to sugar‑coat his mandate and introduce 
himself as the third way. When he passed the buck to Rajoy, he 
wanted to convey the idea that it was he, and not the Popular 
Unity Candidacy (CUP), that was leading the Catalonian pro‑
cess, and that there has always been someone with a dose of good 
sense worthy of attention inside the independence movement. 
Basically, he represents the last chance for a political solution. 
Despite his late and not very credible profile, Puigdemont knows 
that Rajoy is not lavish with his flexibility, and that he disposes of 
practically zero escape routes other than pushing the Constitu‑
tion to its limits. That is to say that, as well as confiscating auton‑
omy and representativity of its political and institutional agents 
(article 155), this exceptional situation, unprecedented in the his‑
tory of Spanish democracy, may require other levels of law and 
order enforcement, including the use of force (article 116). Now, 
if loyalty to the Constitution has been Rajoy’s argument through‑
out this long process, there is no reason to think that the entou‑
rage which has covered him will now be able to pull a rabbit out of 
a hat. From an economic, social and reputational standpoint, the 
implications of that legal roadmap might send Catalonia off into a 
spiral of permanent risk. Even if it is supported in the short term, 
it will certainly lead to a violent counter‑reaction on the part of 
those who felt that their demands were neglected and despised. 
Either one is a terrible scenario, and neither of them is out of the 
question.

What appears to me to have been Puigdemont’s objective 
was to lead Rajoy to follow all of this to the letter. That way, he 
would capitalise on the whole Catalonian emotional framework, 
prolong the independent front in time, and encourage large‑scale 
victimisation. If it worked in part, with the police charge on the 
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day of the referendum, we can imagine what it would be like over 
several weeks. This is where another two possible goals might 
meet, according to Puigdemont’s logic. The first is to agree to an 
early election in Catalonia, a goal shared by Madrid, albeit with 
different expected results. While the Spanish government hopes 
that the damage caused by the unilateral pro‑independence sup‑
porters might be reflected in the votes, thus changing the main 
players, the Catalonian government sees the force and the pan‑
oply of mistakes that Rajoy might make as a boomerang which 
will benefit the current front. It’s worth remembering that, to all 
the arguments listed about the fragility of the mandate and cohe‑
sion around Puigdemont, we can add the natural condition of the 
Catalonian government that came out of the 2015 election, where 
it secured only 47 per cent of the votes. What Puigdemont needs 
to make it until the end of this fight is a legitimacy reinforced by 
elections. In order to do that, he needs to create the right condi‑
tions to benefit from them – and, to his mind, Rajoy will be the 
man to provide them.

The truth is that this entire framework, while not impossible, 
is far‑fetched. One of the effects it produces is to make citizens all 
over Europe believe that the politicians are completely unable to 
achieve negotiated solutions with a minimum amount of respon‑
sibility. Sitting at one end of the table is a prime minister who 
spent too long shrouded in a fog of corruption, from which we 
can scarcely believe he was able to escape without a scratch; at 
the opposite end, a hot‑head with no political ability. How can 
we restore the levels of trust and prevent the Iglesias, Le Pens 
and Grillos from running wild? How to preserve the reputation of 
an entire political class when a prime minister (like José Sócrates, 
in Portugal) is accused of illicit enrichment to the tune of mil‑
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lions before and during a process of national bankruptcy? All we 
need to do is run through some of the countries in the eastern 
and south‑eastern part of the EU with some analytical depth to 
understand the widespread cancer of state corruption. In other 
parts of the world, the law, or legal void, favour political, financial 
and corporate roles to various degrees, with complete disregard 
for the future reputation of working in politics.

Europeans want money in their pockets, professional stability 
and quality of life, but they also want, more than ever, a change 
in ethics within politics and seriousness in commitments made. 
Neither Puigdemont nor Rajoy fit this bill. The growth of Ciu‑
dadanos is a direct result of the failure of this bipolar solution.

A natural party in Catalonia, Ciudadanos appeared in the 
national party landscape as an alternative to the classic rotational 
PSOE bipartisanship. It presents itself as “neither left‑nor right‑
wing”, is open to globalisation and to a cosmopolitan Spain, it 
respects the Constitution and speaks to a generation that is angry 
at party crystallisation and corruption, but does not adopt the 
anti‑systemic narrative. Unlike Pablo Iglesias’ Podemos, which 
is closer to parties like the Greek Syriza, using radical anti‑poli‑
tician rhetoric and an extreme left‑wing agenda, Albert Rivera’s 
Ciudadanos positioned itself as an antechamber of the model of 
electoral success brought by Emmanuel Macron. It promoted a 
generational break with the establishment, and benefited from 
the disappointed votes of many PP conservatives and PSOE 
social democrats from the large urban centres, thus securing an 
electoral base in the 2015 and 2016 general elections (13 per cent).

Meanwhile, since the referendum was announced (June 2017), 
over 3300 companies have pulled their headquarters from Cata‑
lonia, and the richest region in Spain (20 per cent of the GDP) 
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have lost important decision centres in strategic sectors such as 
banking, tourism, energy, communications, biotechnology, aero‑
nautics, real estate and construction. It’s very likely that, in the 
absence of a short‑term political solution, unemployment will go 
up in the next few months, which will accentuate the political risk 
faced by Spain even further.

As far as tourism is concerned, a strategic sector in the regional 
economy and, therefore, national too, figures do not lie. In 2016, 
the Community of Madrid welcomed 5.74 million tourists, while 
Catalonia received 17.99 million. After the referendum, it’s likely 
that the number of foreign tourists in Catalonia will drop (it 
would decrease 4.7 per cent in October, the worst fall since 2009). 
In an economy based on this pillar to such an extent, the effect on 
the hotel industry will also be immediate (a drop of 8.3 per cent 
this month). For example, in the health tourism sector, which is 
highly profitable, the decline in revenue in some hospitals and 
clinics is already around 20 per cent. Still in Catalonia, revenue 
from small businesses has dropped 3.9 per cent (only surpassed by 
Melilla, with 4.4 per cent), a regression which both the Spanish 
Trade Confederation and even the OECD consider a direct con‑
sequence of political instability and an increase in consumer fears. 
In other words, continuing uncertainty, ungovernability, lack of a 
minimum level of agreement between Barcelona and Madrid, and 
the absence of a potential legal framework which responds to the 
demands of many Catalonian sectors; this scenario may adversely 
affect the economic landscape for the foreseeable future.

Antonio Cantalapiedra is very aware of the combination 
of political risk factors with the deterioration of the business 
environment, especially if it affects urban mobility, free move‑
ment and tourism. Founder of MyTaxi and Refund.Me, he is one 
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of the faces of this entrepreneurial generation that has turned 
Spain into a thriving economy, despite the cycles of greater 
political tension and financial vulnerability. I sit down with him 
for coffee at Plaza del Marqués de Salamanca. I notice both con‑
cern and enthusiasm on his face. On the one hand, he tells me 
that “the growing nationalism in Europe is far from being halted 
and that traditional parties are not responding adequately, espe‑
cially when confronted with solutions for a new digital economy, 
environmental issues and contemporary business dynamics”. 
On the other hand, he is hopeful about some of the develop‑
ments he has been following, from “the emergence of mayors 
who are more capable of guaranteeing proper running of Euro‑
pean metropoles”, listing London, Stockholm and Amsterdam 
as examples of the most advanced cities in terms of attracting 
technological solutions linked to daily life, just as he welcomes a 
“federalist framework both in Spain and the European Union”. 
How nice it is to breathe in some optimism and listen to some‑
one from outside the political bubble.

I detected an identical dichotomy of feelings when I spoke to 
Manuel Muñiz, Dean of the IE School of International Relations, 
the most multinational Spanish university, open to the world and 
technology, and linked to international political development. 
With a PhD from Oxford, Muñiz is currently a researcher at 
Harvard and his work has mostly focused on the impact of inter‑
national politics on the great socioeconomic transformations 
happening around globalisation, namely the profound social 
distortion factor, which comes from the fact that we are going 
through an era of great production of wealth but where salaries 
and purchasing power have stagnated. “Europe is caught in this 
paradigm, and Spain is no exception. The Catalonian crisis should 
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be viewed in the context of the evolution of political radicalism 
which happened after the 2008 financial crisis, heavily based on 
new movements, parties and anti‑systemic narratives. The rift 
occurs between an open and federated Spain, which wants to 
succeed within globalisation, and another which is nationalistic, 
precarious and anti‑cosmopolitan. I hope the first route prevails. 
The university I run mirrors that success.”

Let us return to the main facts in the Catalonian crisis. Let’s 
begin with a factor which is currently trending in western elec‑
tions, and which relies on propaganda, fake news and the Rus‑
sian cybernetic machine as pillars used to change the liberal 
democratic order. An interesting El País investigation pointed 
to an increase of two thousand per cent in fake bots and profiles 
from Russia on Twitter, in the two days that preceded the Cata‑
lonian referendum, which were responsible for disseminating and 
manipulating old images of police violence for the purpose of cre‑
ating an exaggerated impression of chaos, propagating the logic 
of a polarised trench between the central authoritarian state and 
democratic separatism. Random comments were then generated 
about the EU’s inability to manage the Catalonian situation, in 
contrast with the conceitedness of Vladimir Putin’s exercise of 
power. It is precisely on these focal points of disruption of the 
constitutional order and during periods of electoral turmoil that 
the entire Kremlin machine operates, and with a single purpose: 
to instigate panic in Europe, promoting chaos, escalating lies to 
try to discredit the EU. Slowly but surely, it’s been getting its way.

On a domestic level, it even looks as if all people involved have 
done their best to bring the Catalonian situation to the verge of 
the insurmountable. Rajoy’s minority government exhausted the 
problem on a constitutional roadmap, showing no desire to dis‑
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play a political adroitness which he clearly lacks. Even if we admit 
that his predecessors continually postponed finding a long‑term 
solution with more or less tactical expediencies, the reality is that 
Rajoy ended up being overrun by the entire unorthodox machine 
which set up last Sunday’s referendum, as well as finding himself 
undermined after he had sworn the referendum would never hap‑
pen, as it was illegal. Police force was the only way to make up 
for the complete lack of political control which Rajoy displayed 
throughout the entire process.

The Catalonian government led a unilateral roadmap without 
the minimum parliamentary, social and – as we can now see – busi‑
ness consensus. It became hostage to an overly‑victimising and 
completely blind narrative with regard to the methodology which 
would bend Spanish institutions, starting with the government. 
The anti‑systemic radicalism of some Catalonian parties – a ten‑
dency which has also been defining national politics – has had a 
wider impact than expected, thus burning any possible dialogue 
bridges which might potentially pre‑empt the unilateralism of the 
process. The subtle difference in tone in Puigdemont’s statement 
last Wednesday is proof of the crucial need to find that common 
denominator. All we need to do is read the signs in the regional 
economy to force the situation back into a sensible position: 
2600 companies have left Catalonia in the past few months, the 
two largest banks have moved their headquarters to the Balearic 
islands and Alicante, the leader of the Catalonian business asso‑
ciation has spoken at countless interviews appealing for negotia‑
tions, the number of tourists has declined, the Catholic Church 
has been called to mediate behind the scenes, and there is no sign 
of European solidarity towards unilateral independence. Any sim‑
ilarity with the scenario which led to the referendum in Scotland 
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is pure intellectual dishonesty. What’s more, and if I’m reading all 
the data correctly, I wouldn’t be surprised if Puigdemont vacated 
the role on Tuesday, given that Madrid has, in practice, already 
confiscated the powers of the Catalonian government using the 
constitutional route.

Throughout all my conversations in Madrid this week, there 
was always a void when it came to commenting on the role played 
by the king, who has been missing in action for far too long. Nat‑
urally, finding someone who is sympathetic to the Catalonian 
cause in Madrid is like finding a needle in a haystack, but there 
might have been one journalist, academic or entrepreneur who 
hinted at some criticism of the Crown. No one did. Nor did the 
press, which over the course of these days has never even raised 
the need to challenge King Felipe to make a political statement 
to guarantee the smooth running of institutions, always in accor‑
dance with the Spanish constitution and Catalonia’s autonomous 
status. When the king finally emerged, many – myself included 
– thought that this was where the mediating solution would 
come from, an appearance of political prominence which this 
critical moment called for and which the Crown’s recent history 
required. The head of state did not share this view. He avoided 
a Solomonic statement, opted for burying himself in the debate, 
didn’t speak out against excessive police force, and he didn’t even 
have the courtesy of speaking for a minute in Catalan, a language 
he is fluent in, to those who still tolerated him and were eager 
for a solution which deviated both from Madrid’s inflexibility and 
Barcelona’s radicalism. Felipe VI refused to be the mediator or 
conciliator in an extreme process where none of the intervening 
parties can be recognised as legitimate. The King of Spain did not 
rise to the occasion.
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In the midst of all of this, Rajoy gradually won on the various 
fronts. By taking a hard stance and cornering the Catalonian gov‑
ernment via legal and economic routes, he exposed the lack of 
political cohesion in Catalonia and voices could be heard appealing 
for negotiation, intermediation, a retreat from the aggressive fight 
for independence. However, bending Puigdemont does not mean 
that he has prevented a future constitutional reform which might 
accommodate a federal state – which, one should add, does not 
please many within the PP. In other words, Rajoy may have won 
this battle, but in the long run he will lose another within his party.

It appears that Rajoy has also scored extra credit by manag‑
ing to bring the king over to his side, and with a bang. It is an 
important source of support. But, once again, in the long run, he 
might have defined a framework of institutional minority for the 
Crown, given King Felipe’s refusal to play the mediator. In this 
regard, Rajoy and the king may have opened a deeper wound than 
might appear at first glance, and a new front for debate between 
the two largest Spanish parties about whether the monarchy is 
valid for the healthy union of a multinational state.

Finally, Rajoy again weakened the position of Pedro Sánchez, 
who found himself once more under fire in the PSOE – a symp‑
tom which, for the moment, appears to benefit the government, 
but which, in truth, probably tore down important bridges for the 
near future, which are absolutely crucial for a minority govern‑
ment to approve budgets or go down in history as the one to have 
forged a lasting solution for internal nationalisms. Madrid may 
have won these battles, but it was Spain that lost the most with 
everything that happened.

In reality, everything that is going on in Catalonia was pretty 
much predictable. The unilateral independence intentions went 
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in the direction previously announced, Madrid responded with 
a legal grid which may also be found in other European penal 
frameworks (Germany, France, Italy or Belgium, for example), 
the real economy reacted as predicted, the streets were gradu‑
ally filled with commitment to various causes. Strikes have begun 
to emerge, and will re‑emerge, violence has alternated with dis‑
obedience, parties have fought for their positions from their 
trenches, between hard constitutionalists, flexible negotiators, 
unbridled separatists, fearless independents and militant federal‑
ists. The king has taken his stand – or rather, has avoided taking 
a stand – elections have been scheduled, an unprecedented state 
of constitutional exception to the Catalonian autonomy has been 
set, and, lastly, pre‑empting a warrant for his arrest, the leader of 
the regional government went for a stroll in Brussels to force the 
crisis to become a European issue and to buy as much time as pos‑
sible for his political victimisation to be reflected in the Decem‑
ber regional election.

Faced with all of this, what Rajoy’s minority government hopes 
for is to change the main players in Catalonia using electoral and 
legal routes. The latter will always follow the former, but things 
could go wrong for Madrid. If victimisation and the independent 
flame (whether it is unilateral or not) are kept alive – even when 
political leaders are in prison or on the run – thus formalising a 
sufficiently‑cohesive pre‑electoral front capable of contesting 
or even winning the election, then Rajoy will be forced to draw 
political conclusions from this process and the focus will fall back 
on him. Ultimately, given the electoral spiral which Spain has 
embarked on in the last couple of years, and considering the state 
of constitutional exception in place in Catalonia, it doesn’t seem 
too much of a stretch to imagine that, if the independent move‑
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ment wins, Madrid will do anything in its power to dismember 
that front in order to provoke a new election shortly after. It’s also 
important to remember that Spanish budget approval will hap‑
pen concurrently, and that the approval requires the PP to secure 
a parliamentary support basis. To put it another way, as well as the 
potential for a separatist state, the governing conditions in Spain 
themselves are also on the table.

This is the contextual framework for the idea of constitu‑
tional reform, which has meanwhile been quietly pushed in par‑
liament by the PSOE and the PP. I consider it a possibility that 
this whole saga will culminate in its approval, thus confirming 
a multinational federal state. The question is in the path cho‑
sen to get there. The Catalonian crossroads, whether or not it 
was controlled by Madrid, produced the effect of climbing the 
hardest step in the debate, keeping the Solomonic escape route 
of federalism alive. It was not what the CUP wanted, nor was it 
part of the Spanish government’s political agenda, but it repre‑
sents the solution which will probably accommodate the inter‑
ests of the political and social majorities on both sides. In this 
respect, there is a sense of irrevocability to the post‑1976 demo‑
cratic reform in Spain, a roadmap which will require political 
and judicial talent, common sense and much negotiating. It will 
trigger several regional claims, anxiety in the economic agents, 
fiery electoral disputes, different stances within each party; 
it will force the king to change the way he participates in the 
political process; it will elicit all resources within the combative 
Spanish press; and it will mobilise society. That’s why it is a mis‑
take to think of the Catalonian plot as the finishing line; it is the 
point from which Spain will be forced to reinvent itself. This is 
only the beginning.
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Over the course of this period (months? years?), autonomic 
communities will all come into play, which makes the scenario 
even more complex. Will their statutes be turned into consti‑
tutions of the federal states, necessarily subject to the Spanish 
constitution? This is the likely route. An institutional change to 
the current Senate towards effective representation of the fed‑
eral model, instead of a certain functionalist duplication of the 
Congress of Deputies? Also a possibility. Or taking this opportu‑
nity to widen the remit of the reform and question the autonomic 
financing model, and even the electoral system itself? There are 
certainly those who would feel tempted to choose this path. 
What seems impossible to me is that this may all happen without 
a high level of political tension within an indefinite timeframe. 
This is where a perspective external to Spain comes in.

Starting with the pre‑electoral political atmosphere in Italy, 
with an anti‑systemic and separatist agenda on the rise, going 
through the implementation of the eurozone reform while its 
fourth largest economy remains unresolved, and ending in the 
(both negative and positive) knock‑on effects in Portugal, a coun‑
try always so exposed to anything that happens in Spain. Not to 
mention the permanent damage control required by the Brexit 
negotiations, the success of the French Presidency, measured in 
part by Berlin’s acceptance of some of Macron’s proposals for 
the single currency, the confrontations within NATO and the 
EU between those investing in defence and those who choose to 
ignore it; as well as the usual suspects who like to stir things up, 
like the Kremlin’s policy to dismember the EU, the misalignment 
between many European capitals and Washington, or the great 
Chinese strategy involving cheque and charm in each handshake. 
Whoever announced the end of political risk in Europe after 



[239]

madrid

the various 2017 storms was jumping to conclusions. Europe will 
resume shortly.

*

Post Scriptum: The Catalan people voted on 21 December 2017. 
The orderly fashion in which the election for the Parliament of 
Catalonia occurred contrasts with the bizarre nature of its con‑
text. Not least because of the historical peculiarity that it took 
place under a state of constitutional exception which, in prac‑
tice, removes all political authority from Catalonian institutions 
and leaders. Despite this, we have witnessed politicians at large 
and in prison who have taken part in the election, and who were 
only partially penalised. The independent front led by them has 
secured 90,000 more votes than in 2015, having been practically 
unchanged since 1999 (48 per cent). Even with the Constitutional 
Court, a majority parliament, the king and a large portion of the 
press on its side, the truth is that the central government’s politi‑
cal strategy has failed. Ciudadanos, the main opponent to Rajoy’s 
government, was the party most voted for (25 per cent), throw‑
ing the Catalonian PP into complete social irrelevance (four per 
cent). Albert Rivera’s party was even predicted to come first in 
several national polls, a completely unprecedented development 
in the classic Spanish two‑party democratic system.

Furthermore, the political conditioning through Article 155 of 
the Constitution was unable to alter the parliamentary balance in 
favour of the constitutionalist front, and did not inhibit the suc‑
cess of those it chose to target criminally. And, despite the fact 
that this front secured 270,000 more votes than in 2015, more‑
over in setting of historically high turnout, wasted votes which 
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did not translate into mandates were three times higher for the 
PP than for Ciudadanos.

Having been issued an arrest warrant, Puigdemont fled to 
Brussels, and was only detained in March 2018, when he crossed 
the border from Denmark to Germany. To this day, Catalonia has 
never elected a government. Ungovernability prevails.
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It’s not an easy task, but I will try to take off my Portuguese hat 
in order to assess this moment in the country’s history using 
the same logic I employed for the other capital cities. The lack 
of emotional distance regarding the darkest events of the year, 
the terrible forest fires which took 66 lives in June, the fact that  
I know the political situation in Portugal in more detail compared 
with other member states, puts me in a different starting position.

Within the European framework, Portugal enjoys solid gov‑
ernment stability, based on two main parties (PS and PSD) which 
have been alternating as the governing parties over the last four 
decades, either with a parliamentary majority or in coalitions, 
which tend to stem more from circumstance than from convic‑
tion. In 2015, for the first time in 41 years of democracy, the party 
with the most votes in the general election was not able to form 
a new government, after its programme was vetoed by a parlia‑
mentary majority of left‑wing parties. After four years in govern‑
ment, the right‑wing PSD/CDS coalition, despite having secured 
the most votes, did not hold the majority of seats in parliament. 
Tradition, as is its wont, was broken, and Pedro Passos Coelho’s 
government was only in power for 27 days, between taking office 
and being exonerated. It was the shortest government in national 
democratic history.
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As a result, and also for the first time, António Costa’s Social‑
ist Party negotiated a governing deal with the two parties to its 
left (the Communist Party and the Left Bloc (BE)), and they 
began to support a minority government from a position of par‑
liamentary majority. Naturally, there were many questions raised 
over the sustainability of a government solution based on the par‑
liamentary far left – not only because it might potentially reverse 
a favourable economic climate, after Portugal had officially 
exited the financial assistance programme to which it had been 
subjected since 2011, but also for the well‑known misalignments 
between the three parties in terms of foreign policy, especially 
when it came to European policy. The communists are loyal to an 
anachronic agenda, always speaking up in defence of autocratic 
regimes which share their concept of democracy, not to mention 
the fact that they periodically defend leaving the euro. The Left 
Bloc maintains a hybrid stance, which it wields with a Euroscep‑
ticism à la carte, recognising some merits in integration while it 
opposes the set of budgetary rules which come with being a part 
of the single‑currency. The fact is, now that the country is about 
to vote in the local elections, António Costa’s government has 
not witnessed an implosion of left‑wing support for having con‑
tinued to secure the budgetary goals it is tied to by the budgetary 
treaty, nor has the economy declined, nor has foreign investment 
decreased. The GDP grew 1.4 per cent, and the projection for 
2017 is 2.7 per cent; unemployment has settled at 10.5 per cent at 
the end of 2016, and estimates point to a drop to nine per cent at 
the end of this year; foreign investment has gone up 4.4 per cent 
in 2016, with a likelihood that the pace will remain identical until 
the end of the present year. In other words, the economic fears 
that came with the swerve to the left have proven unfounded.
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David Dinis, editor‑in‑chief at the Público newspaper, empha‑
sises “Costa’s merits in political management post‑Troika, his 
ability to send a message of quick recovery with an impact on 
private consumption and on the availability of family incomes, 
without affecting the macroeconomic grid and public finance”. 
However, he alerts us to what might become an insurmountable 
divide between the parties which have supported the govern‑
ment, “the viability of the plan for euro reform agreed between 
Macron and Merkel, and which the PS will certainly go along 
with. As we know, neither the PCP nor the BE are aligned with 
EU financial federalism”.

There is no doubt that Macron has realised that his agenda 
for the 19 single‑currency states provides him with the leader‑
ship he needs to set in his economic plan motion on the domes‑
tic front and to begin leading European defence without a rival 
(United Kingdom). Apparently, Italy and Spain are both aligned 
with Paris, leaving Berlin to have the final say about the terms 
and schedule of the reforms. However, in order for this menu’s 
minimum requirements – European monetary fund; financial risk 
management instruments; banking union – to expedite trust in 
the nerve centre of European integration for the next few decades 
(the eurozone), it is necessary to gather several ingredients which 
are not easily digested.

The first one involves looking at the new German government 
from a perspective of stability for the mandate, given that 2019 will 
introduce a new European Commission, a new President of the 
European Council, a new European Parliament, a new President 
of the European Central Bank, and will see the completion of the 
tragic UK exit, as well as the implementation of the next EU bud‑
get. There is no guarantee that Berlin will secure a government for 



[244]

the b -side of europe

four years, nor that the financial policy for the single‑currency will 
follow a Macronian path.

As far as we know, the chances of a minority government 
formed with parliamentary deals is still just as viable as a new 
major coalition between the CDU and the SPD, and there is no 
guarantee that the Finance Ministry will go to Mr Schulz’ party, 
which is closer to Macron’s proposals. I don’t find this outcome 
hard to imagine, but Angela Merkel has been putting a high price 
on compromise, having chosen her former head of cabinet and 
current incumbent Finance Minister, Peter Altmaier, for the role 
– a man who is not exactly known for his flexible position on EU 
financial policy.

The second ingredient comes from the success of the proposal 
launched by the Commission, which fits into Macron’s reform 
menu and which includes the goal of changing the Eurogroup’s 
institutional and legal framework once and for all. This proposal 
involves matching the future President of the Eurogroup with 
the aforementioned EU Finance Super‑Minister, who holds the 
position of Vice‑President of the European Commission. This 
subject is close to Lisbon’s heart, given that there is an ongoing 
candidacy by the current Finance Minister, Mário Centeno, to 
the presidency of the Eurogroup, in what will certainly be pre‑
sented by António Costa as a recognition that his mandate’s “his‑
tory of economic success” is the most effective formula to reverse 
the austerity grid imposed over the last few years by the Troika in 
Greece, Ireland and Portugal.

The Eurogroup’s very particular case required, more than 
ever, deep reflection about the nature, prominence, prevalence 
and informality, and even the bizarre fact that it is the only 
EU organ with a decisive role in the fates of European coun‑
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tries whose president accrues the role with a national ministry. 
And in order to conduct that analysis, it is irrelevant that the 
leader is Portuguese. This, along with other structural debates 
for Europe, is still an undiscussed topic in Portugal.

The third point combines the lack of political definition in 
Spain (and economic losses via Catalonia), electoral uncertainty 
in Italy (April‑May 2018 and the Five Star Movement leading the 
polls) and managing the end of the third Greek rescue plan. In 
order for this trilogy to have a happy ending, the following con‑
ditions are required: satisfactory electoral results (as early as 21 
December in Catalonia); the ability of all involved to reduce the 
exposure of the economy and banking system to political risks; 
an alignment with the aforementioned euro reform framework; 
and preventing Athens from once again turning into the dispro‑
portionate Gordian knot for all European dilemmas. If the Euro‑
group manages to avoid the pyrotechnics which presided over 
Dijsselbloem’s term, it will be no small achievement.

Lastly, the national ingredient from the “geringonça” (PS + 
PCP, BE and PEV), which seems to me to be the least relevant 
of all. European politics was originally left out of the 2015 inter‑
party deals, and it will forever divide the PCP, the PS and the BE, 
whether or not Centeno is President of the Eurogroup. There‑
fore, his election would not be a nail in the coffin of the so‑called 
“geringonça”, but it would place the PS on the front line of Portu‑
guese European consensus. And that is the best news of all.

Any special relationship between the Franco‑German axis 
and Madrid carries echoes in Lisbon, which will be forced to add 
a much more structured European agenda, with which it can be 
politically consequential, to an already‑anticipated proactive‑
ness in Brussels, Berlin and Paris. In other words, Portugal will 
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need to be more and better prepared in all aspects of integration 
if it wishes to keep up with the post‑Brexit continental dynamic 
set by Paris and Berlin – a dynamic which, to put it bluntly, will 
include whoever it can and leave out anyone who can’t keep up. 
If that happens, Portugal would, for the first time since it joined, 
not be a part of the hard core of EU decisions, paving the way for 
a new and uncertain stage in its stable European policy.

So far, there are few signs that this is the political will of those 
who make and lead Portuguese foreign policy (the government 
and the President of the Republic), but it’s worth remembering 
the comment made by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Augusto 
Santos Silva, at a conference in the Calouste Gulbenkian Founda‑
tion in November 2016, when he said that “the decision to remain 
within the hard core of integration should not be dogmatic”. 
Besides, the continentalisation of the EU forces Lisbon to rein‑
force its Atlantic mainstay if it wishes to maintain a balanced for‑
eign policy which maximises its history, its bilateral relations, the 
diaspora and its interests. In this sense, Brexit forces Lisbon to 
state its Atlantic agenda (trade, commerce and security) more 
emphatically instead of reducing it. With Washington, Caracas, 
Brasília and Luanda going through the difficulties we all know 
about, it’s an understatement to say that the times ahead will be 
extremely challenging.

But let’s return to Lisbon, which has been transformed over 
the last few years with record levels of growth in tourism, a city 
recovering from years of divorce between its inhabitants and the 
River Tagus, boasting a culture and gastronomy at unbeatable 
prices, but facing rampant inflation in the housing market, thus 
preventing the middle class from accessing the city centre. Fer‑
nando Medina, the Mayor of Lisbon and a candidate in the cur‑
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rent election, tells me “that the capital has never experienced such 
a positive economic situation, with such international reputation 
and momentum, largely due to foreign investment in the housing 
and tourist market, which has grown 20 per cent more than in 
2016. Today, tourist income in Lisbon alone is worth 8.5 billion 
euros, something like four Autoeuropas (automotive assembly 
plant owned by Volkswagen) and four times the income from 
footwear exports”.

One of the main players responsible for the growth trend in 
the tourist industry was former secretary of state in the PSD/
CDS government, Adolfo Mesquita Nunes, who, in a local café in 
Campo de Ourique, shares with me that national strategy, based 
on a new approach to promoting the country, and which “began 
to attract international reporters who experienced what naturally 
occurs here: good weather, hospitality, sophistication, low prices 
and high quality”.

Vice‑President of the CDS and the face of a new right‑wing 
generation, more aligned with European cosmopolitanism than 
with the religious centralism which has historically defined his 
party, Mesquita Nunes, despite having been part of the govern‑
ment, can be critical of its political space, as he believes “the 
Portuguese right lacks an aspirational narrative which is less 
ideological and closer to people’s dilemmas, whether in terms 
of the economy or culture, health or pensions, new business and 
the transformations that technology is bringing to the global job 
market”. André Dias, founder of the award‑winning start‑up com‑
pany Snap City, meets me at Café Versailles in Saldanha and con‑
firms this diagnosis: “Politicians need to understand the anxieties 
of the real economy, of new expanding companies, and, in the par‑
ticular case of the start‑up ecosystem, which has brought so much 
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international attention to Lisbon, they need to create a bureau‑
cratic and fiscal system adapted to their world, in order to attract 
and secure investors. The market is still very immature.”

Mesquita Nunes resumes the political angle on the current 
government, which he naturally opposes, saying “it will be greatly 
tempted to apply electoral policies in 2018, not least to bring for‑
ward the Autumn 2019 general election, if the PSD does not let up 
and the differences with the left‑wing parties prove insurmount‑
able. I believe it will be the external clashes, especially European, 
which may trigger them”. Besides, he adds, “the tragedy of the 
forest fires revealed the prime minister’s poor political and com‑
munication management, and led the country to become disillu‑
sioned with him, a disconnect which was not expected to happen 
so soon”.

On local election night, Fernando Medina lost his overall 
majority in the Lisbon Council, although the PS was the party 
with the most votes nationwide (37 per cent). Former prime min‑
ister and current PSD leader, Pedro Passos Coelho, has mean‑
while made his role available, by announcing that he would not 
stand for re‑election in the January 2018 primary election. The 
President of CDS, Assunção Cristas, obtained a historical result 
in Lisbon (20 per cent), which encouraged her to build an ambi‑
tious narrative to take up the centre‑right space, although on a 
national level she did not achieve more than 2.5 per cent of the 
votes, and polls do not anticipate that her party will gain traction. 
But the fact is that these results created the idea that there is a 
growing balance between the PSD and the CDS, which makes 
strategic sense for the balance of a future coalition, for reinforc‑
ing institutional dialogue with the country’s most popular poli‑
tician, the President of the Republic, Marcelo Rebelo de Sousa, 
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and because the logic that presided over the creation of the “gerin-
gonça” pre‑empts the relevance of tactical voting, thus increasing 
the role played by smaller parties.

But the most impactful result from these local elections was 
the drop in PCP votes, the party among those supporting the 
government with the widest‑reaching local presence. Of the ten 
councils lost by the communists, nine were won by the PS, thus 
revealing the erosion that the support of António Costa is caus‑
ing in the PCP ranks. Therefore, one can expect greater friction 
between the two, particularly when it comes to budgetary discus‑
sions, capitalising union demands and the support for the main 
euro and European reforms. A problem which, although it was 
not exactly unexpected, could condition Lisbon’s political and 
diplomatic calculations – today, more than ever, with the accel‑
eration of Europe’s political crises and dynamics, the government 
needs to follow them to the minute.

The Eurozone will increasingly be the centre of gravity for 
European integration and the rules which will accommodate its 
broadening will dictate the majority of the political choices in 
each of its member states – having greater impact in those coun‑
tries, like Portugal, which depend on EU funding for 80 per cent 
of the public investment available. Whoever is unable to discuss 
the rules and exert influence might still be kept on board, but in a 
more vulnerable position. What happens in Budapest, what gets 
decided in Warsaw, what is discussed in Berlin, or is on the march 
in Paris will be crucial for the future of Portugal. Discussing inte‑
gration without an integrated approach to European policy is a 
recipe for failure.
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*

Post Scriptum: Shortly after the local elections, the country suf‑
fered a new tragedy caused by forest fires, due to a lack of coor‑
dination and means to fight them. In mid‑October, 48 people 
died, a wave of emotion took over society and criticism of the 
government escalated, including from the President of the 
Republic, Marcelo Rebelo de Sousa. In an unprecedented deci‑
sion, Portugal was left out of the founding group for PESCO, 
the Permanent Structured Cooperation for European defence, 
launched in November, in what can be seen as the first collateral 
damage caused by disagreements on Europe within the “gerin-
gonça”. However, there was no sign of divergence when Mário 
Centeno was elected president of the Eurogroup, in December. 
In February 2018, the PSD would officially recognise Rui Rio as 
its leader.
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I arrived in Prague shortly after the Czech president, Miloš 
Zeman, made a speech at the European Council, where he clearly 
aligned with the Kremlin, which, in truth, is not surprising. 
Zeman, the only western politician who took part in Moscow’s 
Victory Day Parade on 9 May 2015, deemed sanctions against Rus‑
sia to be ineffective, and the annexation of Crimea to be “irrevers‑
ible”. In Prague, some of the people I spoke to joke about this: “If 
Václav Klaus was Gazprom’s man, Zeman is Rosneft’s. Russia has 
them and their inner circle in its pocket.”

A few days earlier, the Bulgarian President, Rumen Radev,  
criticised the sanctions on Russia as “damaging” to his country’s 
economy. Radev and Zeman’s stance is popular in the region, as a 
result of the trade connections with Moscow, especially in the field 
of energy dependence. In August, Viktor Orbán had welcomed 
Vladimir Putin in Budapest as the guest of honour at the World 
Judo Championship, his second official visit in 2017. During that 
meeting, Putin announced that Rosatom, the Russian nuclear com‑
pany, would build two new blocks at the Paks nuclear power plant 
in early 2018, a project estimated to cost 10.8 billion euros.

Hungary is also at the forefront of a tripartite proposal with 
Serbia and Bulgaria to extend the gas pipeline TurkStream to 
Central Europe. During a visit to Moscow in July, Hungary’s 
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Minister for Foreign Affairs, Péter Szijjártó, signed a deal with 
Gazprom. The deal coincided with President Trump’s widely‑
publicised promise to hand US liquified natural gas over to 
Central and Eastern European states during his visit to Poland. 
Szijjártó announced that Hungary would expand its gas network 
in conjunction with Serbia and Bulgaria to enable the additional 
gas volumes, diverted from the Ukraine, to go through the new 
southern route after 2019.

Prague welcomes me during election season. Unlike the last 
time I was here, I see crowds of Asian tourists filling the squares, 
restaurants and bridges, an indicator shared with other histori‑
cal European cities which embraced eastern markets as the 
income Eldorado of an industry increasingly prevalent in west‑
ern economies. There are some electoral posters around, but 
there aren’t many references to the campaign. Martin Miche‑
lot, a Frenchman living in the Czech capital for some years, and 
deputy director of the Europeum think tank, reminds me, over 
a brief chat, of “the habitual low turnout at the various Czech 
elections, which explains the disengagement and scarce allu‑
sions to the elections; besides, there is a perception of antici‑
pated victory”, and all roads lead to entrepreneur and former 
Finance Minister Andrej Babiš, who many liken to Silvio Ber‑
lusconi. This election is marked by the “struggle to maintain the 
status quo; nobody wants disturbances caused by immigration 
or shocks in the economy”, says Jan Stehlík, an analyst at the 
European Values institute. This is compounded by the fact that 
“the Church has less of an influence here than in Poland and 
Hungary, which makes the identity debate less emotional when 
there are clashes with the unknown”. Besides, there is a self‑
professed far‑right party that secured seven per cent of votes 
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in 2013, but which, in this curve of Czech paradoxes, is led by 
Tomio Okamura, a Czech of Japanese and Korean descent.

Babiš’ story has left indelible marks on the region. A member 
of the pre‑1989 communist elite, he gained control over extremely 
valuable state assets, including farmland. After some complex 
financial transactions, he emerged as the proprietor of the Agro‑
fert group, the second largest taxpayer in the country, after Skoda. 
His empire also includes two newspapers: one is the oldest run‑
ning in the country, Lidové Noviny, and the other, the second most 
read daily newspaper, Mladá Fronta DNES. Contrary to what one 
might think, several people have told me that this doesn’t worry 
the Czech population. At a given moment, Babiš faced accusa‑
tions of tax fraud, and even of having cooperated with communist 
secret services in the past – claims which he says are the result of 
a deep conspiracy against him.

Following in the footsteps of Silvio Berlusconi, Babiš con‑
verted the media power he himself acquired into political power. 
He founded his own political party, ANO, which is both an acro‑
nym for “Action of Dissatisfied Citizens” and the Czech word for 
“yes”. ANO achieved 19 per cent of votes in the 2013 parliamen‑
tary election, was the second most voted party, making Babiš the 
Finance Minister and the government’s vice‑president. Over the 
last few years, the Czech Republic has shown one of the highest 
rates of economic growth and one of the lowest unemployment 
rates in Europe: four per cent across the country and less than 
two per cent in Prague.

Jarolim Antal, Professor of European Studies at Charles Uni‑
versity, where Churchill’s statue presides over the main square, 
explains this evolution “by the influence of public investment pol‑
icy and the allocation of EU funding. This stability has captured 
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important foreign investment and provided companies with the 
means to increase salaries. Nonetheless, they are still very low 
and on average the public sector pays over three times more than 
the private sector, which has attracted some large multinational 
companies, such as Google. One of the most vital sectors, the 
car industry, is still closely linked to Germany, through the use of 
German components at the start of the chain, and having Skoda 
as a strong national brand. If the German economy is healthy, that 
has an impact on the Czech Republic”.

In what way has this economic setting been used politically? 
Antal thinks that “there is a high budgetary slack which will 
enable a salary increase in the public sector just before the elec‑
tion”, a practice which is not unusual in democracy but which is 
revealing of the Czech electoral pragmatism. Vladimir Bartovic, 
director of the aforementioned Europeum, offers another exam‑
ple of this behaviour, when he tells me that Babiš’ empire is largely 
based in Germany, Austria and Slovakia, and anchored in the euro 
establishment, “even if, populistically‑speaking, the Czech mag‑
nate says that he does not wish to place accession to the single 
currency on the agenda”. What if Babiš is unable to form a coali‑
tion to lead the government? Bartovic can see another way out: 
“Poland’s Kaczynski model might appeal to Babiš, controlling all 
state decisions from the party.”

The campaign proceeds without great excitement and, before 
the electoral results are announced, I visit the Museum of Com‑
munism, near the street markets in Republic Square. The kitsch 
tendency to amass artefacts from the old regime is not exclusive to 
the Czech Republic, nor is this museum confined to that aspect. 
As we walk through it, we clearly perceive a sense of freedom con‑
quered after totalitarianism, a light ignited by the 1989 revolution, 
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leaving behind, free from nostalgia, the communist paraphernalia 
from the grinder which crushed whoever chose to remain outside 
the pale to the sadistic detail which confounded the Moscow dik‑
tats with Czech collaboration, thus diluting national identity into 
a larger one. An overbearingly larger one.

However, as I’ve mentioned before, I’ve seen a lot of con‑
descendence regarding totalitarian paraphernalia throughout 
Soviet Europe. There is a hint of kitsch tyranny in the air, which 
would merit a closer look. I’ve seen it in Bucharest where, despite 
criminal decades of Romanian communism, the mansion which 
belonged to Ceausescu today attracts huge crowds. From Croa‑
tia comes the news that EU funding to restore the Galeb, Tito’s 
sumptuous yacht, has been confirmed. In Albania, there are ongo‑
ing plans to open the house which belonged to Enver Hoxha, the 
tyrant who led the country for 41 years. And all we need to do 
is walk the streets of Berlin to see swastikas or red army medals 
for sale on every corner. I don’t think that there is a resurgence 
of generalised totalitarian nostalgia in the Czech Republic, nor 
does the Museum of Communism imply so. Memory is an essen‑
tial asset when building a bright future. In any case, with all this 
revisionism around, we can’t be too careful.

For the rest, Prague has aged well. It inspires comfort in new 
arrivals. I’ve always felt this, and I still do. There are still large 
crowds walking Kafka’s neighbourhoods, and craft, puppet and 
clock shops, but serenity walks along with us. Jazz hasn’t changed 
its itinerary, between Reduta, AghaRTA and Republic, the beer is 
still excellent, and the Vltava still reflects every colour and shape 
of the classic buildings in the old Bohemian town.

There is a history of permanent siege that feeds some victimi‑
sation, which is patent in the motto which Czechs use to sum up 
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their history: “about us, but without us.” However, there is also a 
forthright pragmatism, a foreign agenda which has been gradually 
extended despite restricted diplomatic representation, in a coun‑
try which regards its neighbours in the light of the classic formula 
of pre‑ and post‑imperial kingdoms and regions in constant com‑
petition, as described by Norman Davies in Vanished Kingdoms.

I sat down at Café Europe to reflect upon these months of 
travelling and to prepare for the electoral results. A record num‑
ber of nine parties entered the lower house of the Czech Parlia‑
ment (Poslanecká sněmovna) after an election with 61 per cent 
turnout (similar to previous elections). The winner, with 29.64 
per cent, was ANO (part of the current government), giving the 
party 78 mandates out of 200 and representing an increase of 31 
seats since the last election. The conservative Civic Democratic 
Party (ODS) which in the past has been repeatedly responsible for 
government viability, achieved 11.32 per cent of votes and 25 seats 
(nine more than previously). The Pirate Party secured 10.79 per 
cent of votes, and the anti‑Islamic Freedom and Direct Democ‑
racy (SPD) obtained 10.64 per cent. Together, the two will have 22 
representatives in the Chamber of Deputies.

The biggest loser in the election is the Social Democratic 
Party (ČSSD), the strongest in the current parliament and in 
the government of Bohuslav Sobotka. It only got 7.27 per cent 
of votes, having lost 35 of its 50 previous seats. A slightly better 
result, but with the same number of votes, was achieved by the 
far‑left Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia (KSČM), with 
7.76 per cent of votes (losing 18 seats). This means that the left‑
wing parties had the weakest results since the political transition. 
Furthermore, the Christian and Democratic Union (Czecho‑
slovak People’s Party, KDU–ČSL) barely crossed the five per 
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cent threshold, with 5.8 per cent of votes and ten seats (having 
lost four). The result was similar to that of liberal conservative 
TOP09, with 5.31 per cent of votes (seven seats, losing 19), and 
the parliamentary group of representatives of local governments, 
Mayors and Independents (STATUS), with 5.18 per cent of votes 
and six seats.

However, the left and centre were wiped out in 2017. The 
Social Democratic Party, which was the largest party in parlia‑
ment, fell to sixth place as a result of a 70‑per‑cent drop in the 
total number of votes. The traditional moderate right party, the 
Civic Democratic Party, gained mandates when compared with 
the 2013 results, but it barely overtook the far‑right authoritarian 
and anti‑immigration party.

In this scenario, forming a majority government without ANO 
is nigh on impossible; but forming a new government with Babiš 
won’t be easy either. Neither of the other two large parties seems 
willing to play the role of junior coalition partner. On the other 
hand, there is a criminal investigation underway regarding Babiš, 
due to fraud allegations. The former Finance Minister denies any 
irregularity and he deems the investigation to be politically moti‑
vated. Still, his image has been damaged.

The new strongman in the Czech Republic is full of contra‑
dictions. He presents himself as an anti‑establishment leader and 
an anti‑corruption crusader. He promised the people that he will 
lead the country in a more efficient manner or, as his campaign 
slogan claims: “Running the state like a business.” However, he 
has greatly benefited from this establishment during the transi‑
tion period in the 1990s. Babiš is the second richest businessman 
in the country and a media magnate. Moreover, ANO was a part‑
ner in the coalition government led by Prime Minister Sobotka. 
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Babiš served as Finance Minister until he was dismissed in the 
summer following a fraud investigation involving EU subsidies 
allocated to his company.

“We must fight for what our ancestors built”, Babiš said to 
reporters at a conference in Prague, in June 2017. “If there are more 
Muslims than Belgians in Brussels, that’s their problem. I don’t 
want that here. They don’t get to decide who should live here.” 
Babiš has never been a true believer in the far right. He’s not a true 
believer in anything. Although he rejects the EU resettlement quo‑
tas and opposes joining the euro, he does not share the more ideo‑
logical anti‑EU stance of the rest of the European far right.

Nonetheless, unlike Orbán in Hungary and Kaczynski in 
Poland, Babiš, at 63, is no ideologue, but rather a pragmatic busi‑
nessman. Born in Slovakia, he cannot be a Czech nationalist. He 
still speaks an odd mix of both languages. He focuses on domestic 
policy and his interests lie in regulatory policies which might affect 
his gigantic trade empire. This explains why his anti‑corruption 
message has no depth to it. Babiš is eclectic, both in his rhetoric 
and his actions. He does not possess a strong institutional, cultural 
or social connection with his constituents, nor with Czech society, 
and he will need to rely on his press and his marketing machine to 
maintain his image and the people’s support.

To him, European policy should be pragmatic rather than ide‑
ological. Naturally, there is a strong Eurosceptic current in the 
Czech Republic, which will limit Babiš’ room for manoeuvre, but 
that’s nothing new. The previous social democratic government 
was equally careful when speaking about Europe. ANO’s foreign 
policy programme is underdeveloped, and Babiš has little interest 
in proactively exploring it. His goal is to maintain the status quo 
instead of increasing EU integration, and his approach will prob‑



[259]

prague

ably be quite opportunistic. Besides, Babiš will instinctively try to 
stay close to Germany and forge new alliances in Central Europe, 
with Austria’s Sebastian Kurz, for example. That’s why the Aus‑
trian election is being closely monitored, not only because there 
will be some predictable alignment if Kurz wins, but also because 
Austria is regarded as a legitimising element of Czech and Slo‑
vakian positions on immigration and other EU issues where the 
countries share an interest.

All the main parties support Czech participation in the Per‑
manent Structured Cooperation (PESCO), and some of Babiš’ 
advisors even maintain that the country should join the euro. 
However, refugee and migration policies might prove to be a 
source of tension. ANO officially opposes adopting the single 
currency, although it defended the opposite in the 2013 election 
– a pragmatic approach chosen as a result of scarce public sup‑
port (29 per cent) for the Czech Republic joining the eurozone. 
Jarolim Antal recalls that Babiš “has been in favour, against, more 
enthusiastic and more sceptical. Basically, he can be anything and 
its opposite, depending on what is more convenient for him”.

On the other hand, after the election results were announced, 
Babiš reaffirmed his party’s pro‑European tendency. ANO is well 
established in the European Parliament, where it forms part of 
the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe (ALDE), the 
most favourable faction to further European integration. MEPs 
supported the creation of the Permanent Structured Coopera‑
tion (PESCO) and the launch of a procedure to monitor the rule 
of law in Hungary.

Babiš rejects a larger role played by the Visegrad Group in 
Czech foreign policy, as well as the creation of a permanent united 
cooperation platform within that forum. Political cooperation in 
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the region will also be made difficult due to his previous criticism 
of the leaders of the parties in power in Poland and Hungary. At 
the same time, the announcement of a closer relationship with 
the new Austrian government, coupled with Czech‑Slovakian 
relations, might signal a strengthening in cooperation within the 
Slavkov Triangle.

Despite all of this, the democratic identity of the Czech 
Republic seems anchored in a multi‑party political system which 
is dominated by pro‑EU, moderate left‑wing and centre parties. 
As long as these parties stay strong and credible, the president’s 
rhetoric might be vociferous, but it is no great cause for concern. 
The country’s prime ministers have been conventional Euro‑
pean politicians who, under the social democratic label, have 
adopted programmes committed to the rule of law and favour‑
able to economic growth. In the immortal words of Tomáš Gar‑
rigue Masaryk, who became President of Czechoslovakia after 
the country gained independence from the Austro‑Hungarian 
Empire, in 1918, “it appears we have a democracy, now all we need 
are some democrats”.

*

Post Scriptum: Babiš took office in early December as the first 
prime minister not to hail from the ODS or the ČSSD, as well as 
the first facing pending corruption charges.

At the time, he secured a minority government with support 
from independents. But this solution lasted little over a month 
and, in mid‑January 2018, he submitted to a motion of confi‑
dence which revealed the weakness of his alliances. He remained 
in office and is conducting ongoing talks with the ČSSD and the 
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communists to forge a government with greater long‑term stabil‑
ity. President Zeman was re‑elected in January 2018.
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Bratislava
october

I share with Tony Judt the unit of measurement that defines dis‑
tances in the European continent, whether it’s when we’re look‑
ing at maps or actually covering them: train journey times. The 
three interrails throughout Europe I embarked on during the first 
decade of this century helped me to consolidate that perspective, 
as they forever converted me to the advantages of travelling by 
train. There is less stress than with airplanes, they are guaranteed 
to be more relaxing than driving a car, their serenity encourages 
reading, one can talk face to face, looking the other person in the 
eye, landscapes can be appreciated, they are nearly always com‑
fortable, and even the cadence of the swaying motion lulls us into 
well‑deserved naps. To recall those travels, I planned the four‑
hour route between Prague and Bratislava in a way that would 
bring me to the Slovakian capital early in the morning.

It was a cold, sunny, autumnal day, and I decided to walk down 
to the old town. The castle wall welcomes us, and the Danube sep‑
arates the bank lined with medieval buildings from a vast Soviet‑
inspired apartment block. This photo taken from the top of the 
hill where the parliament building is located reveals the mark his‑
tory has left on the identity of a people, in a dichotomy expressed 
in different ways in each member state. For example, it would be 
hard for us to feel in Lisbon, at the western end of the Union, the 
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weight of an oppressive totalitarianism like Nazism or commu‑
nism, in the same way it was felt in Central and Eastern Europe. 
Or to imagine life in society without the feeling that the constant 
shift in borders and national affiliations which several European 
nations went through still defines an individual and collective 
identity dispute to this day. All we need to do is read Danube, by 
Claudio Magris, to dive into these murky European waters.

Precisely in this part of the continent, Hungary and Poland 
have dominated headlines over the last few months, thanks to a 
series of confrontations with Brussels about the rule of law and 
democratic standards. But the Czech Republic and Slovakia, which 
make up the Visegrad Group together with Hungary and Poland, 
have tried to keep their distance from this anti‑EU nationalist 
programme. The truth is that the group, founded by the four Cen‑
tral European states in 1991 to promote their European integra‑
tion, diverges on several issues. During the clash between the EU 
and Poland over the latter’s controversial measures to reform the 
country’s legal system, Warsaw received very little support from 
the Czechs and Slovaks, and the four nations hold very different 
expectations regarding the next stage of EU integration.

Mirek Tóda, an editor and reporter at the Denník N (the N is for 
Nezávislý, which means independent), tells me bluntly that “this 
regional alliance has a very limited impact on any European strat‑
egy devised in Bratislava, despite some ideological common ground 
during the refugee crisis”. It’s important to note that one does not 
see a single Muslim immigrant on the streets of Bratislava, and that 
much of the xenophobic rhetoric appeals more to an imaginary 
fear of foreign invasion than to factual reality.

The truth is that, at the height of the refugee crisis in 2015, 
the group was revitalised. The four opposed Germany’s efforts 
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to force the countries to take in refugees, a stance which alerted 
Brussels to the existence of a nationalist front of 65 million citi‑
zens capable of feeding an anti‑EU platform. However, Prime 
Minister Robert Fico, from the Socialist Party (Smer), made it 
quite clear that he did not wish to be relegated to “second rate”, 
considering Slovakia’s interest in protecting the single market 
and EU funding.

Hungary and Slovakia reiterated their opposition to taking in 
asylum‑seekers, after the European Court of Justice, a little over a 
month ago, ruled that the complaints lodged by the two countries 
over migration quotas were unfounded. The European Court’s 
decision is the response to a complaint lodged by Hungary and 
Slovakia over the legality of a Council decision, from Septem‑
ber 2015, to reallocate asylum‑seekers from Greece and Italy 
throughout the entire European bloc, based on quotas defined 
by the Commission. The Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania 
and Slovakia voted against the measure, subsequently contested 
by Hungary and Slovakia in that same year. The court ruled that 
EU institutions may adopt the temporary measures needed to 
respond to an emergency situation, such as the sudden migrant 
pressure in 2015. Poland, which did not lodge a complaint before 
the court, or vote against the measure in 2015, also promised to 
stand by its opposition to the quota policy. Warsaw, together with 
Prague and Budapest, is under scrutiny by the Commission for 
not having taken in asylum‑seekers within the framework of the 
2015 plan, and it may face penalties.

The result? Prime Minister Fico immediately accepted the 
decision, whereas Hungary’s Minister for Foreign Affairs, Péter 
Szijjártó, considered it “outrageous and irresponsible”, adding 
that Budapest would set every possible legal action in motion to 



[266]

the b -side of europe

avoid taking in migrants “against the will of the Hungarian peo‑
ple”. Szijjártó concluded by saying that the decision “endangers 
the future and security of Europe”.

I ask Tóda for examples of this regional divergence, and his 
answer immediately provides me with two recent cases. The 
first occurred during the selection process for the new UN sec‑
retary‑general, when Bratislava presented its Minister for For‑
eign Affairs, Miroslav Lajčák, only supported in Prague among 
those that make up Visegrad. The second happened when Poland 
refused to support Donald Tusk’s reappointment as president 
of the European Council, a position which was not followed by 
any other Visegrad member, “because Slovakia, despite its many 
issues, wants to be at the centre of European integration”. Juraj 
Porubský, editor‑in‑chief of the Slovakian edition of Forbes maga‑
zine, tells me over a chat at Café Pinot u Bruna, right next to St 
Martin’s Cathedral, that the fact that Slovakia is the only Visegrad 
member to be part of the eurozone “provides it with access to the 
Eurogroup, to a reputation of financial discipline and to a special 
European hat, which positions Prime Minister Fico as a sort of 
intermediary between Visegrad and Brussels and Berlin”.

A new sign that Slovakia might be the group’s most cred‑
ible intermediary came in June, when the European Commis‑
sion announced infringement procedures against the three other 
states for rejecting the immigration quotas. While it’s true that 
Fico led a fierce fight against immigration during the period lead‑
ing up to the March 2016 election, that rhetoric has cooled down 
since his party, Smer, lost its majority. Political consensus in Cen‑
tral Europe around the issue of refugees revealed another crack 
when Emmanuel Macron presented a set of wage rules for workers 
abroad, facing opposition from Poland and Hungary, but count‑
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ing on the support of Slovakia and the Czech Republic. There 
are municipal elections on the horizon in Slovakia (November), 
which might end up limiting the government’s good intentions. 
Not least because extremism is quite patent in domestic policy.

A recent survey carried out by VISIT BB placed Marian Kot‑
leba and his neo‑Nazi party – anti‑EU, anti‑NATO, anti‑immi‑
gration – in a good position to win the regional elections in 
November. The figures were published by the conservative web‑
site Hlavné Správy. However, neither the company nor the survey 
actually exist. Another example of fake news is Parlamentné listy, 
which translates as “Parliamentary Journal”. Despite the reliable‑
sounding title, this publication constantly incites anti‑immi‑
gration positions. Just like in Hungary and the Czech Republic, 
George Soros is a regular target in publications such as these.

This myriad of online data offered the perfect opportunity 
for Kotleba and other extremists to gain ground. A 40‑year‑old 
former teacher, Kotleba emerged in the Slovakian political scene 
over a decade ago, marching in a black uniform inspired by the 
uniforms used by the government militia while the country was 
under Nazi occupation. The same government which helped to 
send over 60,000 Slovak Jews to their deaths. Since then, Kot‑
leba and his party have traded their black uniforms for green polo 
shirts, and they have been winning votes. In 2013, Kotleba became 
the governor of his home region, Banská Bystrica, and in 2016, he 
secured eight per cent of the votes in the parliamentary election, 
with several neo‑Nazi candidates on his list, guaranteeing 14 MPs.

Websites like Hlavné Správy have served as Kotleba’s virtual 
spokespersons, attacking anyone deemed an opponent. These 
websites also echo messages from similar counterparts, operat‑
ing from the neighbouring country, the Czech Republic, riding 
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the wave of the polls which show the Slovaks’ growing disillusion 
with a pro‑European political class. Considering the increase of 
this online army favourable to Kotleba, his chances of winning the 
election have shown a tendency for growth over the last 18 months, 
and some opinion polls suggest that the neo‑Nazi party is the third 
most popular in the country and the first among Slovakian youth.

But populist radicalism in Slovakia did not stem from the 
post‑financial crisis, nor out of fear of the refugee wave in the 
Mediterranean. Its roots are much deeper. Especially consider‑
ing that the economy is in good health and unemployment is low. 
In fact, as Juraj Porubský points out, there is even a “shortage of 
qualified staff to join businesses, which has led many to recruit in 
Ukraine and Serbia, the former via Poland and the latter through 
the local Slovakian community, who already hold passports to 
enter the country”. So, if the economy is in good health, what is 
the justification for these systemic vices? Porubský is adamant: 
“The political apparatus inherited from the old regime. Fico him‑
self, a conservative socialist lacking great strategic vision, was an 
active communist militant.” To prove this lack of competence, 
one need only recall that Fico lost all 14 cases he was responsible 
for during the six years he represented Slovakia in the European 
Court of Human Rights.

So let us go back in time. Two and a half years after the fall 
of communism in 1989, the ruthless and charismatic Vladimír 
Mečiar was elected Prime Minister of Slovakia. His exuberant 
personality and his bombastic rhetoric dominated a large part 
of the media stage, often resorting to lies and conspiracies. His 
opponents, some of whom were former dissidents from the com‑
munist era, lacked the rhetorical ability, charisma or political per‑
ceptiveness required to compete.
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Notoriously unstable, Mečiar attacked all of those who, 
according to him, did not understand “Slovakia’s exceptional‑
ism”. Instead of opening the country up to foreign investment, 
he allowed his entourage to fill their pockets with public assets. 
Mečiar was also known for entering into hostilities with the lead‑
ers of the neighbouring countries, and he was suspected of using 
the secret services for political ends. Madeleine Albright, United 
States Secretary of State between 1997 and 2001, went as far as to 
refer to the country as “a black hole in the heart of Europe”.

But this story had a happy ending. After the 1998 election, 
Mečiar’s movement for a Democratic Republic of Slovakia was 
unable to secure a parliamentary majority and he lost power to 
a broad coalition of centre‑right and centre‑left parties. There 
were three factors responsible for Mečiar’s downfall. Firstly, his 
electoral base was slowly eroded, as his supporters were centred 
around the older population groups. Even the most apathetic vot‑
ers became alarmed when, during Mečiar’s mandate, the secret 
services were under suspicion of kidnapping and giving electric 
shocks to the son of the Slovakian President, Michal Kováč, 
Mečiar’s political enemy. The main witness in the case was subse‑
quently murdered, and the alleged crimes were later pardoned by 
Mečiar during his brief stint as interim president in 1998.

Secondly, Mečiar’s downfall was precipitated by the appear‑
ance of an opposition which coordinated around the most impor‑
tant issues: the rule of law and Slovakia’s place among European 
democracies. Just like Trump, Mečiar began by rising to power, 
alienating his rivals within the party, and then staging a series of 
media stunts which left the opposition paralysed and divided. 
At the time, Slovakia had a wide variety of small parties, mostly 
centre‑right, which diverged in the emphasis they placed on 
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economic reform, family values and environmental protection. 
The starker the divergences among the opposition, the more 
Mečiar’s power grew. The merit of the success goes to Mikuláš 
Dzurinda, a cunning politician who combined five small parties 
to form the Slovak Democratic Coalition, which later became 
the cornerstone of the post‑Mečiar reformist government.

Thirdly, Mečiar’s political decline had a strong international 
dimension. Mečiar’s behaviour alienated Slovakia’s neighbours, 
as well as Brussels and Washington. In his defence, he did try to 
feed the voters an international conspiracy run against Slovakia, 
a message which had no effect on his main supporters, and which 
ended up distancing voters, increasingly frightened by the coun‑
try’s growing isolation. Washington and Brussels remained firm 
against Mečiar’s transgressions, especially regarding his viola‑
tions of the rule of law and his treatment of the Hungarian minor‑
ity. As a result, Slovakia withdrew from the first round of NATO 
enlargement, after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and acces‑
sion to the European Union was under threat – an embarrass‑
ing contrast with neighbouring Poland, Hungary and the Czech 
Republic.

Today, while it’s true that young people have adhered to the 
radical, xenophobic and manipulative identity rhetoric, this is 
in large part due to a perception of endemic, persistent and sys‑
temic corruption around the parties in power, a vicious dynamic 
common to many of the former communist countries in Eastern 
Europe. Some analysts even speak of “captured states”, where 
every main state institution is in the hands of corrupt politi‑
cians and untouchable oligarchs. The problem is entering a criti‑
cal stage, since authoritarian leaders have managed to hold on to 
power and even strengthen their positions, based on a simplistic, 
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popular, manipulative and deeply nationalistic agenda. In Mirek 
Tóda’s view, despite this apparent fatalism, “the situation in the 
Slovakian media is relatively good and stable, when compared to 
its neighbours, and civil society has managed to respond to the 
needs of the various moments as a pillar of public scrutiny”. On a 
more pessimistic note, Juraj Porubský regards “Slovaks as a peo‑
ple with low expectations regarding the quality of democracy, at 
the same time as they wish to be accepted in Europe”. As we can 
see, we are facing one of these decisive moments for the future of 
Slovakia.

Slovakia’s current government, led by Robert Fico, came to 
power in 2012, largely as a result of a huge government scandal, 
the so‑called Gorilla scandal – a secret file involving government 
staff, oligarchs and others, caught on tape discussing bribes and 
other corrupt activities. The parade of scandals did not stop there. 
Even before the Gorilla file, during Fico’s first term as prime min‑
ister (20062010), there was controversy around a lucrative build‑
ing contract for a toll system to be implemented on the country’s 
roads, which was given to the highest bidder, a company whose 
ownership was not clear, after the government declared the other 
three bidders to be ineligible. There were repeated cases, and 
the country’s political and economic oligarchy appears to live in 
a bubble that is so crystallised that, sooner or later, it will clash 
with popular anger.

Mirek Tóda mentions an “absence of national strategy on edu‑
cation and science, a lack of infrastructures, even with EU funding 
flowing in”. For instance, there is no motorway linking Bratislava 
to the second‑largest city in the country, Košice. The integration of 
the Roma minority has not been achieved and, according to Juraj 
Porubský, “the legal system is terrible”. Unsurprisingly, Fico has 
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elected the press as his number one enemy. That is usually the har‑
binger of the end of an era.

*

Post Scriptum: The following months were defined by November’s 
local elections. Even though the far‑right won eight per cent of 
the votes, it lost its only governor, its leader, Marian Kotleba, in 
the region of Banská Bystrica. The prime minister’s party lost four 
of its six governors, a strong message sent by voters in response 
to the corruption cases surrounding him. And many independent 
candidates were elected to municipal and regional organs.

Another important subject was the barbaric assassination of 
journalist Ján Kuciak, 27 years old, and his girlfriend, Martina 
Kušnírováš. The journalist was conducting an investigation on 
corruption and organised crime in the country, with ramifications 
among the political and economic elite, as well as mafia organisa‑
tions in Malta and Italy. After the national outrage which swept 
across Slovakia, Deputy Prime Minister and Interior Minister 
Robert Kaliňák, one of the main people involved in the schemes, 
tendered his resignation. In March, three weeks after the murder, 
it would be Prime Minister Fico’s turn to resign. The Slovaks, just 
like other European countries, when they directly feel a decline 
in their democratic identity, do not hesitate in bravely defending 
it. I salute them.
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It feels like an eternity since the son of Russian refugees was 
elected President of Austria (on 4 December 2016), more so when 
his political career was forged in the Green Party instead of one 
of the main parties. At the time, this event warranted an amount 
of media attention far exceeding the relevance of the role, and 
the preferred angle used to cover the story was what it did to the 
far‑right: defeat it, stopping its ascension where it was fatally 
expected to happen. Basically, the approach to Alexander Van der 
Bellen did not focus on the fact that he was part of a left faction 
which found itself rather lost in the midst of the evolution of the 
European left movements of the past two or three decades, espe‑
cially among socialist and social democratic parties, but on the 
fact that he was the opponent to the nationalist candidate. The 
election echoed that view: half the world breathed a sigh of relief, 
but not much time was devoted to the winner, nor to the trans‑
formations that this rather lost left from past decades has been 
going through.

Among the various questions which the different democratic 
left factions need to work on is the defence of sustainable urban 
development, as a civilizational model standard occupying the 
frontline of European public policies. Is this a mere hollow prem‑
ise to please voters who are dissatisfied with the lack of agenda 
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displayed by many social democratic parties? It has been within 
the cosmopolitan sphere, as opposed to an international nation‑
alistic one, that the Green Party voter can be found: mostly under 
35 years of age and female, university educated, open to the world 
and migratory flows, deeply conscious of environmental issues 
but not necessarily opposed to more institutionalised globalisa‑
tion, supporting European federalism with significant demo‑
cratic legitimacy, liberal in customs but defending high taxes to 
support a strong state presence in the various public spheres. If 
the erosion of these social democratic parties persists, parties 
which are crystallised through programme inadequacy, caught up 
in despotism and corruption, tired features of traditional politics, 
then there might be a window for – let’s call it – ecologic cosmo‑
politanism to seduce new voters.

I don’t mean by this that we should invest disproportionate 
relevance in the position of the Greens today – after all, they are 
only part of government coalitions in Sweden and Luxemburg. 
But I think we should be alert to the potential of these parties, 
so that we are not then surprised by the election of a president 
in Austria or its participation in a German or Dutch government 
– all scenarios which were not unlikely before those respective 
elections. Technology, energy bulimia and the need to keep econ‑
omies growing are changing political agendas all over the world, 
in a globalisation of ideas which will leave some parties behind, 
keep others afloat, and pave the way for the rest. To the left as well 
as the right, there are those who understand this, and who aren’t 
necessarily the people making headlines.

After World War II, Austria designed a political system to 
avoid armed conflict between the left and the conservatives, as 
had happened in 1934. The new system had the social democrats 
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(SPÖ) and Christian democrats (ÖVP) governing together and 
sharing public roles between them, a system known as Proporz. In 
43 out of the last 72 years, the country has been run based on this 
scheme. In the past, this model operated from the cradle to the 
grave: an individual would spend his/her free time in the alpine 
club, at work they had union membership for the SPÖ or the 
ÖVP, and everything was parcelled out, from nurseries to emer‑
gency services. Those links have gradually been dissolving and are 
practically non‑existent today. Political parties have been exposed 
to the same behavioural changes and this paternalistic system is, 
therefore, in the process of dissolution.

The consequences of time, erosion and fatigue in voters are 
currently manifest. There is a greater party offer, with the arrival 
of the Greens, liberals (NEOS) and the far‑right (FPÖ). On 10 May 
2017, Reinhold Mitterlehner, ViceChancellor of the ÖVP, ten‑
dered his resignation, putting an end to the coalition. This despite 
the fact that Christian Kern, elected chancellor for the SPÖ, posi‑
tioned himself against early elections, with the argument that they 
would be laying out a red carpet for the FPÖ to enter the govern‑
ment. At the time, in an interview to Economist, Kern said that 
“the idea that the FPÖ could become the centre of attention in 
Austrian politics is a much worse alternative, but it is being fed by 
the ÖVP. Forging a new broad coalition would be extremely diffi‑
cult, if not impossible, in the current setting”. The change lay with 
the new ÖVP leadership. Elected in June, Sebastian Kurz rose to 
power still under the effect of the refugee crisis in Europe, hav‑
ing used Austrian public opinion’s negative reaction to their recep‑
tion. While, in an initial phase, the FPÖ benefited the most from 
the fear regarding refugees, the hardening of Kurz’ rhetoric and 
the fact that, as Minister for Foreign Affairs, he was responsible 
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for slowing down the refugee influx into the country, enabling the 
ÖVP to draw political dividends from the crisis. That’s why Kern 
doesn’t rule out a coalition between the SPÖ, the NEOS and the 
Greens, although it is highly unlikely, considering current polls. 
The great coalition came to an end when the difference in the 
interests of both parties became too wide, with the various ÖVP 
regional “barons” and sectorial federations (business and agricul‑
ture) blocking structural reforms in the education system and a 
new law for renewable energies. As Arnold Kammel (Director of 
the Austrian Institute for European and Security Policy) points 
out, Austria’s strategic goal in the energy sector is to take advan‑
tage of the rise in the use of gas in western economies (starting 
with the US) to become the pivot, in Central Europe, between the 
Russian gas pipelines and those under negotiation from Poland to 
Croatia. Therefore, he emphasises that “there is great pragmatism 
in the relationship with Moscow, which also regards Vienna with 
more trust, given that Austria is not a member of NATO”.

After six hard years, the Austrian economy is recovering. The 
GDP has increased to 2.9 per cent in 2017 (it was 1.5 per cent in 
2016) and unemployment is stable at 5.7 per cent, an enviable fig‑
ure for many European countries, but which is not well regarded 
in Austria. Kern, the outgoing chancellor, has said that these fig‑
ures stem from salary competition from the new EU member 
states, especially from Eastern Europe, whose low wages dispro‑
portionately increased the offer of cheap labour. This thinking 
also carries signs of nationalism, even coming from a social demo‑
crat, which emphasises the cross‑over of these two central sub‑
jects in this election: immigration and identity.

I always return to Vienna with mixed feelings. I don’t feel a 
particular empathy before this imperial urban architecture, which 
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even appears to me as slightly monotone and overly ornate, just as 
I find in other European cities. I prefer to focus on Vienna’s cul‑
ture and its “fanaticism for art”, in the words of Stefan Zweig, the 
most brilliant of all Viennese. There is an even more than what I 
found the last time I visited Vienna, about ten years ago. There 
are more hipster cafés and a lot more Asian tourists taking the 
imperial tour via Prague and Budapest. But there is also a differ‑
ent tension in the conversations I’ve been having, centred around 
the recent migration flows from the Mediterranean via the Bal‑
kan route and the recurrent cases of animosity towards the Turk‑
ish community in some of the city’s neighbourhoods, something 
I had never perceived on my other visits to Vienna.

Today, on the run‑up to the general election which might put 
an end to the inflated momentum of Van der Bellen’s victory 
less than a year ago, I sit by the podium of the latest SPÖ rally, 
regarded by passers‑by with complete indifference. We might 
be experiencing the final days of an era when a large coalition 
mostly reigned over the government and country’s central and 
local administration. The growing popularity of the young Sebas‑
tian Kurz and the chance that he might form a coalition with 
the FPÖ’s far‑right make the Austrian case extremely relevant, 
as a country which is geographically located in the intersection 
between the nationalist political movements in neighbouring 
Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic, and linked to a cer‑
tain bucolic centrism in Germany and France. Not far from the 
legendary Café Central, frequented by Trotsky, Freud and Zweig 
himself, I meet with Arnold Kammel, an old friend. He is enthusi‑
astic about Kurz, who Kammel says he has known for some years 
and who he worked with on some initiatives, especially when the 
now‑candidate to prime minister took over as Minister of Foreign 



[278]

the b -side of europe

Affairs at the age of 27. I ask him why he’s enthusiastic. He tells 
me that Kurz is the most well‑prepared candidate, and that he has 
taken brave stances in the most sensitive area in Austrian society, 
immigration. “He wasn’t afraid to distance himself from Chancel‑
lor Merkel’s generosity, when she allowed one million refugees to 
enter, in 2015.” But doesn’t that position him closer to Orbán and 
the Polish government than to Berlin and Paris? “Austrian society 
is conservative, it values its identity and is not prepared for a mass 
arrival of people from the Middle East or the Horn of Africa. We 
already have a large Turkish community, well‑integrated for the 
most part, but even that has led to some outbreaks of violence 
which did not usually occur, making certain areas in Vienna dan‑
gerous in the eyes of many.”

However, Austrian politics has not been defined only by 
immigration. The palatial game among parties has also encour‑
aged Kurz’ ascension. Two weeks before the general election, the 
story came to light that external consultants for Chancellor Kern, 
from SPÖ, had been responsible for a racist Facebook campaign 
against Sebastian Kurz. The campaign presented a distorted view 
of Kurz’ immigration proposals, as well as associating him with 
implicitly anti‑Semitic messages. After the facts were revealed, 
one of Kern’s advisors claimed that a Kurz consultant had tried to 
recruit him by waving one hundred thousand euros at him, a story 
denied by the ÖVP. The two parties, which governed as a coali‑
tion for over a decade, have swamped the Austrian Public Pros‑
ecution offices with mutual complaints. The scandal dominated 
the electoral campaign, turning voters’ attention away from one 
of the main news stories in that election, perhaps the most rel‑
evant of all: for the first time since 2000, polls placed the anti‑
immigration Freedom Party (FPÖ) in government. The ÖVP 
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would take first place in voting intention, with around 30 per 
cent, followed by the SPÖ and the FPÖ, both with approximately 
25 per cent. Most analysts predicted that, even with the FPÖ in 
third place, Kurz’ ÖVP would rather make a deal with the FPÖ, 
simply to break with the stagnation into which the great coalition 
had plunged.

Another case which marked the campaign was the hiring of 
Tal Silberstein by the SPÖ. An Israeli political consultant known 
for his unorthodox approaches, Silberstein’s involvement in the 
Facebook smear campaign was initially denied, but later admitted 
to by the party. Although the SPÖ rejected any responsibility or 
formal knowledge of the social media campaign, the truth is that 
its Secretary‑General, Georg Niedermühlbichler, resigned on 30 
September, taking responsibility for the affair.

Which brings us to 15 October. Sebastian Kurz wins the gen‑
eral election in Austria, appearing as an agent of change, even if 
his party has been in power for 30 years. The FPÖ, which at one 
point was ahead in the polls, before Kurz was elected president of 
the ÖVP, achieved an important third place, placing it in a privi‑
leged position to join a government coalition.

Talks to form a coalition will begin on 20 October, but Kurz 
was careful about keeping his preferences quiet. The history of 
coalitions with the FPÖ and the response it obtained in Europe 
have raised concerns in several capital cities. In an interview with 
an Israeli newspaper, Kurz said he would not tolerate anti‑Semitic 
behaviour in government. In reality, the FPÖ seems to have 
exchanged its anti‑Semitism for an anti‑Islamic stance and for 
fierce defence of Austrian nationalism. The party also abandoned 
the cause for leaving the European Union once it realised it had 
no electoral appeal. The party has links to Vladimir Putin’s Russia 
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and describes the European Union as a threat to the “Europe of 
Homelands”.

The second fear harboured by Europeans resides in the sus‑
picion that Kurz is, in truth, a populist disguised as a sophisti‑
cated politician. Politically‑speaking, he gained popularity at 
the expense of his criticism of the refugee crisis, he cooperated 
with the Balkan states to shut down the migratory routes which 
brought refugees to Europe, and accused NGOs – namely Italian 
ones – of trafficking refugees onto European soil. He even threat‑
ened to send troops to Brenner Pass (a mountain pass through the 
Alps along the border between Austria and Italy). However, there 
is another side to this rhetoric – the one which includes proposals 
to integrate refugees, for them to learn German and find work. 
While he suggests that headscarves covering the faces of Muslim 
women should be banned, Kurz defends competent reception of 
immigrants. Therefore, he appeals to several types of voters. The 
same is true for European politics. On the one hand, he defends 
the end of Russian sanctions and aligns himself with the presi‑
dents of countries like Hungary and Poland; on the other hand, 
he supports Emmanuel Macron’s proposal for European reform.

Kurz’ political strength rests on two pillars: inflexible dialec‑
tics regarding border control and the appeal of a new face, thus 
emulating the Macron phenomenon. Soon, these will both be 
insufficient. It’s unlikely that Kurz will come to lead a populist 
wave in Europe, because he will probably be entangled in local 
political battles. He is, nonetheless, the first European leader 
forged in the refugee crisis.

Ivan Krastev, a political scientist based in Austria, and the 
author of After Europe, maintained that the reluctance on the part 
of liberals to admit that there are negative consequences to immi‑
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gration has triggered an anti‑establishment and anti‑mainstream 
reaction. Krastev believes that the cosmopolitan values upon 
which the European Union was founded are under threat, and 
that the election results in Austria are merely the latest of many 
which prove this theory.

I often go back to the book The World of Yesterday by Zweig. 
Not to prepare myself for a similar European catastrophe which 
might be approaching, but to remain aware of the speed at which 
political phenomena take place, of the disruption caused by 
utopias, and of the precariousness of democratic wellbeing. It’s 
important that we don’t take this good life for granted, and that 
we don’t trust redemptive politicians – especially not those. Ste‑
fan Zweig grew up in the twilight of a civilised era, an era which 
maintained a necessary and vital relationship with culture, erro‑
neously believing that culture would act as a barrier against bar‑
barity.

A Europe that was liberal, cultured, cosmopolitan, immersed 
in philosophical discussions and devoted to science and the arts 
was real. Not all of Europe was like this, but it was an especially‑
brilliant part of the Old Continent. In fact, it’s understandable 
that Stefan Zweig valued it to the point of losing sight of the 
gestation process of the movements that would soon assail its 
territory. And the truth is that these sinister, anti‑liberal, anti‑cos‑
mopolitan and anti‑Semitic forces made their way through the 
heart of democracy.

Europe is once again faced with old familiar demons. Its radi‑
ant side, Stefan Zweig’s “world of yesterday”, will only have a 
chance of remaining our “world of today” if we dare to bravely 
face the extremist and populist sickness growing all around us. 
With the respective differences, and paraphrasing what Klaus 
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Mann once wrote to Stefan Zweig, “a young Nazi is no less of a 
Nazi just because he is young”.

*

Post Scriptum: The question of the legality of a neo‑Nazi fraternity 
linked to the FPÖ was one of the questions that Kurz had to deal 
with when he took office. The prime minister ended up making 
that decision in January 2018, at a time when he was establishing 
a standardised roadmap with Paris, Berlin and London, making 
official visits to all three capitals. His efforts, however, have not 
banished the doubts.
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Arunas Pemkus, former advisor to the President of the Republic 
Valdas Adamkus (199798) and current Director of Integrity, a lob‑
bying and public relations company, welcomes me in his office. 
The negative temperatures which have meanwhile struck the Bal‑
tic region have not yet brought snow, but they are already having 
an effect on someone who left Lisbon at 30 degrees Celsius. Aru‑
nas’ company is based in a renovated former monastery, a stone 
building which is welcoming despite the cold. This man’s story is 
impressive. He lived in the USA, which his parents fled to after 
World War II, he worked with Human Rights at the White House 
and the Department of State during the mandate of George H. 
Bush, and he’s been in Lithuania for about 20 years, where he 
started out as a KPMG advisor during the country’s privatisation 
process, before leading several electoral campaigns, and later spe‑
cialising in communication for businesses and public and private 
entities.

The first line of argument he shares with me is linked to 
asserting the Lithuanian identity, historically linked to Poland 
and shaped by totalitarian invasions, the last of which only came 
to an end with the dismemberment of the Soviet Union. Today, 
that identity is still taking shape through regional affirmation 
against the Russian presence: “Lithuania is absolutely firm in 
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defending the entire anti‑Putin front in the region and the rest 
of the EU. We have a border militarised by the Russians, constant 
aerial intimidation, and there’s a nuclear power plant being built 
in Ostrovets, a village in Belarus located 50 kilometres away from 
Vilnius.” Parliament has insisted that the government should be 
firm in its talks with Belarus, in order to guarantee that the energy 
produced in Ostrovets does not enter the Lithuanian power grid, 
and that it’s not sold inside the country. Construction work on 
the nuclear power plant began in 2001 and, at the end of 2016, 
Moscow sent over a VVER 1200 reactor, made in Russia, with a 
1.2 GW capacity, to be cooled with water from the Neris, the river 
that runs through Vilnius. Production is scheduled to begin in 
2018, and the second reactor will begin operating in 2020.

Meanwhile, Belarus was accused of violating the Espoo and 
Aarhus conventions regarding environmental protection and 
transboundary consultations. Although Minsk has rejected these 
accusations, the Joint Implementation Supervisory Committee 
for the Espoo Convention admitted that Belarus violated the 
safety rules in Ostrovets, and the International Atomic Energy 
Agency, which criticised the power plant’s location, announced 
that it will conduct missions on the site until 2018. The Lithu‑
anian political debate has been defined by this topic, given that 
the refusal by some sectors to accept EU pressure to deactivate 
the Ignalina nuclear power plant in Lithuania, has been regarded 
by others as a means for Russia and Belarus to implement their 
nuclear projects.

At the same time, Lithuania has been analysing the impact of 
the power plant on the plans to synchronise the power grids of 
the three Baltic states with the others in the EU, and the effect 
this will have on the region’s energy market. This delicate energy 
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topic is compounded by another, of a commercial and diplomatic 
nature, as Ostrovets has become the main problem in relations 
with Belarus, and an escalation might have a negative impact, 
for example, on the interests regarding the large Lithuanian port 
of Klaipéda, given that a third of its capacity is used for Belar‑
ussian traffic needs. To quote Arunas Pemkus: “It’s no news that 
the memory of Chernobyl has become more prevalent. We regard 
this move as a new attempt by the Kremlin to impose its will on 
the Baltic countries.”

With the militarised Russian enclave of Kaliningrad to the 
west, and the nuclear risk to the east, Lithuania lives on perma‑
nent alert. In 2016, Norway extended compulsory military service 
to women. Although the country only needs ten thousand recruits 
per year, a third of the average male population born in a given 
year, this increase in the recruit base reflects a tendency triggered 
by the Russian threat hovering over Europe. Lithuania reinstated 
compulsory military service in 2015, after having been suspended 
since 2008. The urgency in the decision is reflected in the dif‑
ficulty that the state – and, in particular, the Lithuanian Armed 
Forces – had in reactivating infrastructures and procedures which 
had been abandoned for years. The investment in building and 
modernising infrastructures implies a greater presence and activ‑
ity of NATO forces in the country. The relevance of this deci‑
sion is reinforced by the care with which Lithuania welcomed the 
new recruits, taking the time to clarify that compulsory military 
service was no punishment, but rather an attractive life choice. 
Lithuania’s Baltic Sea neighbours, Finland, Estonia and Latvia, 
have been equally subjected to regular aerial incursions by Russia. 
However, Pemkus pauses to “set Finland apart: it is not in NATO 
and it has more cynical links to Russia”. The return of compulsory 
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military service, more than an ideological choice, is the result of a 
shift in the security context.

Meanwhile, Russia and Belarus have carried out a joint mili‑
tary exercise near NATO’s eastern border. Scheduled between 14 
and 20 September in Belarus and in areas in Western Russia, the 
Zapad 2017 exercise involved 12,700 soldiers – western military 
sources estimate that, in reality, this drill implied a total of one 
hundred thousand troops. The theatre of operations was located 
in a border zone with Poland, Lithuania and Latvia. The Presi‑
dent of Lithuania, Dalia Grybauskaitė, was among those who 
expressed apprehension regarding Zapad 2017, saying that these 
military exercises were a sign that Russia is preparing to enter a 
conflict with NATO. “We are anxious about this drill. It is open 
preparation for war with the West.” Kostiantyn Yeliseyev, foreign 
policy advisor to Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko, regarded 
Zapad 2017 as “very dangerous, as it is happening on the border 
with Ukraine”. Yeliseyev added that the goal of these drills was to 
“destabilise the military situation close to the border with NATO 
member states” and to “keep Russian military troops and weap‑
onry near the Ukrainian border as long as possible, and then to 
use them as a platform for a possible future offensive operation”.

It is within this geostrategic context that Arunas Pemkus 
explains the transformative path that Lithuania must walk in the 
short term, in order to reaffirm its national identity. The first step 
is to delineate a major national strategic project to achieve com‑
plete compatibility with the EU power grid, so as to stop rely‑
ing on Russia on that front. On the other hand, Pemkus regards 
US exports of liquified natural gas (LNG) to Europe as a strong 
source of investment, promoting Lithuania as a Baltic gateway 
so that Eastern Europe may also reduce its energy dependence 
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on Russia. However, he points out: “We are still far from achiev‑
ing the desired pace, which would be to seal the western triangle, 
culminating a cycle that started when the country joined NATO 
and the EU (2004) and the euro (2005).” Energy is still one of the 
mechanisms favoured by the Kremlin for exerting revisionist hos‑
tility towards the EU, and until the gauge reflects the dynamics 
of a common energy market, less exposed to Moscow and more 
diversified in its sources and in production and consumption, the 
geopolitical status quo will remain unchanged.

Lithuania built its LNG import infrastructure at the end of 
2014. Until then, the country relied one hundred per cent on 
Russia, and gas was imported via a single pipeline, operated by 
Gazprom. Inaugurated during the Soviet era, the gas pipeline and 
Russia‑Lithuania relations in gas trade have barely changed, even 
after Lithuania and other Baltic states joined the EU and NATO 
in 2004. At the end of the 2000s, however, political tensions esca‑
lated and Gazprom started increasing gas prices for Baltic coun‑
tries and other Central and Eastern European nations. Naturally, 
the Lithuanian government protested, as it paid one of the high‑
est prices in Europe for its gas. In Lithuania, gas prices are a sen‑
sitive topic in domestic politics, as many families depend on it 
to heat their homes during the cold winter months. Lithuania’s 
former Minister of Defence, Rasa Juknevičienė, commented in 
an interview with Foreign Affairs: “The Kremlin’s most important 
tool was gas, through which Russia explored not only a natural 
resource, but also a corruption network; it financed politicians 
who favoured the Kremlin, and it bought media influence.”

When Gazprom stopped supplying gas to the Ukraine, in 
the winter of 2008‑2009, supply to the European Union market 
was also discontinued. That’s why the Lithuanian government 
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started seeking alternatives to Russian gas. At the time, LNG 
trade was on the rise and, by building gas import facilities in 
the Baltic Sea, Lithuania would be able to access global markets. 
The country completed its floating storage and regasification 
unit in Klaipéda at the end of 2014, but even before it was com‑
pleted, the mere fact that the project existed allowed Lithuania 
to negotiate its first discount on the price of gas at the start of 
that year. Shortly after, Lithuania began importing LNG from 
Norway, and reduced its dependence on Gazprom by approxi‑
mately half.

The first shipment of liquified natural gas from the USA to 
Lithuania, on 21 August, was a significant turning point, both for 
the Vilnius energy market and the Baltic region, where Gazprom 
has historically been the main gas supplier. It also reflects the new 
natural gas geopolitics for Europe, and especially the US, which 
only began exporting LNG all over the world in 2016. The ship‑
ment comes from the Sabine Pass terminal, in Texas, which is 
operated by Cheniere Energy, the main American exporter. This 
company exports to Asia, Europe, the Middle East and Latin 
America. In Europe, it exports gas to Portugal, Spain, the UK 
and, more recently, to Poland.

Gas from the US proves that American companies are will‑
ing to compete, even on Gazprom’s traditional markets. Further‑
more, the arrival of American gas in Europe heralds a geopolitical 
shift. As the new energy superpower, the United States will be 
more influential and have more points of interest throughout the 
world, particularly in the markets it exports to. To quote the Lith‑
uanian President, Dalia Grybauskaitė, “American gas imports 
into Lithuania and other European countries change the frame‑
work of the European gas market. It’s an opportunity for Europe 
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to stop relying on Russian gas and to guarantee a safe, competitive 
and diversified supply”.

But Arunas Pemkus is also concerned with a different Rus‑
sian‑related aspect, “the groups of young radicals sponsored by 
Putin and sporting Nazi paraphernalia”. The anti‑systemic risk is 
real. If energy compatibility is not achieved with Poland and the 
remainder of the west, if the military presence of NATO troops 
triggers an intimidating response by the Kremlin, if anxiety 
takes hold of Lithuanian society and Baltic unity is undermined 
by various national or party egocentricities, we might witness an 
increase in emigration and the loss of agency by traditional par‑
ties. In a way, the victory of the right‑wing coalition (Lithuanian 
Farmers and Greens Union) in the 2016 general election, for the 
first time in Lithuanian democratic history, already points to 
people’s discontent. The truth is that, four years previously, that 
same front only had one MP in the Seimas, and social democrats 
maintained their traditional prevalence. In 2016, they became 
the third political power, and identity conservatism took hold 
of parliament, with over half the seats. Saulius Skvernelis, the 
Prime Minister, is the former Minister for the Interior and a for‑
mer police commissioner.

My conversation with Pemkus focuses on another issue that 
has been decisive for social and political transformation in Lith‑
uania, as well as other Eastern European countries where there 
are low birth rates – linked to emigration – resulting in a serious 
shortage of labour in local economies. Latvia’s working‑age popu‑
lation has fallen 25 per cent since the year 2000. A third of those 
who completed their university degree between 2002 and 2009 
have emigrated. Opinion polls conducted among Bulgarian medi‑
cal students show that 80 to 90 per cent intend to emigrate after 
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graduation. Lithuania faces similar problems. Remittances made 
by emigrants and EU funding to modernise infrastructures have 
helped, but the scarcity of labour discourages foreign investment 
and hinders economic growth. According to the IMF, in some 
Eastern European countries emigration has taken 0.6‑0.9 per‑
centage points from annual GDP growth between 1999 and 2014. 
In 2030, the GDP per capita in Bulgaria, Romania and some Bal‑
tic countries might be three to four per cent lower than it would 
have been without emigration.

Which means that public finances immediately suffer. Pen‑
sions, which represent half of the region’s social spending, are the 
main political concern. In 2013, Latvia had 3.3 working‑age adults 
for each person over 65, the same as Great Britain and France. In 
2030, this figure is expected to fall to little more than two, a num‑
ber which Great Britain and France will only reach in 2060. Most 
states are increasing the retirement age (except for Poland, where 
it has decreased), but social benefits are scarce, leaving little room 
for cuts. With a view to offsetting this trend, Lithuania founded 
the Create Lithuania programme, which provides skilled profes‑
sionals abroad with jobs in the public sector. Returnees include an 
MP, a deputy mayor, and several prime ministerial advisors. How‑
ever, overall results are sparse. Having been created five years ago, 
the programme has managed to bring back only around one hun‑
dred people, and doctors and engineers are particularly difficult 
to attract, as they usually place a high value on the quality of the 
institutions where they work and on specialised technical training.

Also in order to offset the emigration trend, many of these 
countries are raising their wages above the value of productivity, 
which greatly affects their export capacity. Equally, to compensate 
for the labour shortage, and anticipating technological employ‑
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ment, many companies are investing in automation, which tends 
to create new employment problems in the short term and, invari‑
ably, a new wave of emigration. Arunas Pemkus also reminds me 
that there are approximately one hundred thousand Lithuanians 
emigrants in the UK, and that he has seen no guarantees of pro‑
tection of their rights during the course of Brexit negotiations. He 
explains that the “topic is being followed closely”. I tell him that 
this concern is also shared by Lisbon, Warsaw, Bucharest, Dublin 
and Sofia, and that bilateral diplomacy needs to be as robust as 
that held with Brussels. Are member states investing in this rela‑
tionship with London? Pemkus does not hesitate, conscious of all 
that is still left to be done: “Perhaps we need to escape our classi‑
cal Lithuanian bubble, very focused on Moscow, but each country 
has its wounds to heal.”

In a society with more or less emigrants, memory can be an 
excessively heavy legacy, anthropologically asphyxiating, and per‑
petuate an identity which is hard to escape, as is the case in Vil-
nius, by Kristina Sabaliauskaitè. It’s an immaterial heritage, but 
also permeable to manipulation. And there are several cases of 
kitsch rehabilitation of totalitarian symbolism which make one 
shudder in this 2017 Europe. Unfortunately, Lithuania has not 
escaped this trend. When the country became independent from 
the Soviet Union in 1990, citizens brought down the statues of 
communist leaders and figures and, after a parliamentary debate, 
the decision was made to store them in warehouses. However, in 
2001, Soviet statuary was transferred somewhere else. Founded 
by Viliumas Malinauskas, a food industry tycoon, Grūtas Park, 
located in the southwest part of the country, is home to 86 rel‑
ics from the Soviet era, where Stalin and Lenin reign supreme. 
A source of controversy, this park is regarded as being in poor 
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taste by many Lithuanians, and some politicians have protested 
against it in parliament. The attractions offered at the park – for 
instance, “Soviet Day”, when actors stage scenes from Lenin’s life, 
and the communist‑kitsch gift shop – exacerbate this uneasiness. 
The park had originally planned to transport its visitors in railway 
wagons, replicas of the ones used to transport prisoners to Siberia 
– an idea which was fortunately abandoned.

History seems to have made a comeback in Lithuania. Or has 
it never really left?

*

Post Scriptum: Lithuania was sympathetic to the expulsion of 
Russian secret agents and diplomats, coordinated by the EU in 
March 2018. This is unsurprising, not least because there is a 
growing number of news reports about surgical approaches by 
Russian spies to former KGB agents in Lithuania. Perhaps this 
was why the Baltic states received the Polish Prime Minister in 
Vilnius, also in March, in order to extend to Central Europe the 
many concerns that the Kremlin continues to raise in the region.
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Riga
october

Veiko Spolitis, former Unity Party MP, now an independent, arrives 
early for our meeting at a café near the gorgeous Cathedral Square 
in Riga. The weather is glacial and we don’t have much time, as 
negotiations are underway for the 2018 budget at the Latvian Par‑
liament. Riga has won me over – it seems to me serene, sophis‑
ticated, well‑kempt, reminding me of Copenhagen, only on a 
different scale. The greenery from the woods and the orange of 
fallen leaves lend a warm tonality to the promise of coming snow. 
There is a wider cultural offer, compared to Vilnius, a different 
leisurely culture, patent in cafés, bookshops and the shops in the 
main arteries, which lead up to the Miera quarter, with its art nou‑
veau architecture full of old charm, taking us back in time to the 
13th century, when the city was founded.

What is the debate about?, I ask abruptly. “Apart from the 
budget, which is strongly focused on healthcare reform, with a 
view to implementing a public insurance system, currently non‑
existent, it’s Russia, of course! Always Russia.” Spolitis explains 
that Latvia is home to the largest Russian‑speaking community 
in the Baltic countries, and that “25,000 Russians have emi‑
grated here over the past five years to flee the regime. And do you 
know what they found? Many Latvians in love with Putin!”. I ask 
him why that is. “There is a brainwashing operation underway,  
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conducted by Russian propaganda on TV, official news agencies 
and social media.”

On 15 September, news portal Vesti.lv republished part of an 
article from Russian news website Gazeta.ru, describing Rus‑
sians in Latvia as a socioeconomic group living in precarious 
situations and poorly treated. The author, Anastasia Mironova, 
argued that the Russians are doing all the hard and dirty jobs in 
Latvia, that the poorest and most poorly‑dressed people speak 
Russian, and that they live in areas similar to ghettos. She based 
her story on unidentified sources and anecdotal evidence which 
have meanwhile been generalised. As well as emphasising social 
inequality based on ethnicity, this article reiterated the tradi‑
tional apocalyptic narrative which portrays Latvia and other 
Baltic countries as economically crippled states, from which 
people flee in hordes.

However, studies suggest that there is no significant differ‑
ence in income between Latvians and Russians living in Latvia. 
Furthermore, the author chose to ignore the rapid economic 
growth in Baltic economies and the decrease in unemployment 
rates.

Pro‑Kremlin news portal Baltnews spread the narrative that 
the Russian‑speaking community is the victim of generalised dis‑
crimination, but it focused mainly on citizenship policies in the 
Baltic region. On 4 October, the website published an extract 
from a Der Spiegel article. The original article contained general 
criticism, occasionally exaggerated, of Latvia’s citizenship policy, 
which created “non‑citizens”. This legal status applies to former 
Soviet citizens who migrated to Latvia after Soviet occupation 
and who rejected Latvian nationality when the country’s indepen‑
dence was restored in 1991. Currently, they make up 12 per cent of  
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the population. Keno Verseck, the author of the Der Spiegel arti‑
cle, also pointed out that many non‑citizens do not want Latvian 
citizenship because, unlike Latvians, they don’t require a visa to 
enter Russia.

The article from Der Spiegel focused mainly on recent attempts 
by the Latvian president to review the citizenship policy, automat‑
ically granting Latvian citizenship to any child whose parents are 
non‑citizens. Baltnews, however, only republished excerpts from 
the original article which criticised the Latvian citizenship pol‑
icy – leaving out the more balanced extracts, including an obser‑
vation about the pragmatic reasons why non‑citizens wished to 
keep their current status. This makes it look like an internation‑
ally renowned western media outlet is corroborating Moscow’s 
criticism of Latvia’s citizenship policy.

The Russian President, Vladimir Putin, has often expressed 
his concern about the allegedly disadvantaged status of the Rus‑
sian community in Latvia. At a ceremony held on 3 October, for 
the presentation of ambassador credentials, Putin reminded 
the new Latvian representative of “Riga’s attitude regarding the 
situation of our countrymen living in Latvia”, and pro‑Kremlin 
media outlets immediately exaggerated the meaning of Putin’s 
words.

In contrast with the narrative of discrimination promoted by 
pro‑Kremlin media, a study about Latvian minorities carried out 
last summer revealed that ethnic relations have improved signifi‑
cantly since 2015. Only eight per cent of Russians now living in 
Latvia expressed negative views, and only 16 per cent consider 
that their possibility of developing their language and culture 
in Latvia is hindered. In light of indicators which show a posi‑
tive trend in social integration, the recent deterioration of ethnic 
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issues in pro‑Kremlin media might suggest that Moscow is test‑
ing well‑known sensitive ethnic topics (non‑citizens, the status of 
the Russian language, etc.) to exacerbate a feeling of discrimina‑
tion and injustice among local Russian speakers. This may equally 
represent a hardening of Moscow’s strategy up to the general elec‑
tion in Latvia in October 2018.

Budget discussions are not pro forma in democracies, and they 
certainly aren’t in Latvia. The current government, which origi‑
nated in the coalition forged in the 2014 election, faced such seri‑
ous tensions within the coalition (Unity, National Alliance and 
Union of Greens and Farmers) in budget discussions in 2015, that 
the then prime minister, Laimdota Straujuma, ended up resign‑
ing. At the time, the country was still experiencing the aftermath 
of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and government action had been 
highly focused on reinforcing national defence and achieving the 
two per cent of GDP goal for that sector. In addition, the prob‑
lems stemming from plans of financial aid to Air Baltic, the state‑
owned airline, as well as several teachers protests and the position 
on the refugee wave all contributed to unravelling the support of 
Straujuma. However, a solution found within the parliamentary 
majority would legitimise the current head of government, Mãris 
Kucinskis who took on the role in February 2016 and is still sup‑
ported by the President of the Republic, 

With some apprehension, to say the least, Spolitis tells me that 
the current executive government, predominantly influenced by 
the Union of Greens and Farmers, “has progressively been defend‑
ing, although discreetly, an improvement in relations with Russia, 
and less attention paid to NATO and the EU. This government is 
the least pro‑European in living memory”. Spolitis also reminds 
me that there are ongoing discussions in the corridors of power 



[297]

riga

regarding the viability of new party dynamics, with different rules 
for public funding and institutionalisation of parties or coalitions, 
to avoid, or at least restrict, some unexpected populist trends sup‑
ported by foreign powers.

Whether that threat is far or close, the fact is that the Rus‑
sian disinformation and manipulation campaign is closely fol‑
lowed in Riga, as is the Ukrainian conflict. An example of this 
agenda occurred last August, when the pro‑Kremlin website 
Rubaltic.ru published an article that claimed that Stephen Ban‑
non – President Trump’s former strategist – told the Baltic 
states that “ethno‑nationalism is for losers”. Bannon juxtaposed 
ethno‑nationalism with economic nationalism, calling it a mar‑
ginal phenomenon. According to Rubaltic.ru, ethno‑nationalism 
is based on the superiority claimed by a dominant ethnic group 
in relation to ethnic minorities. The headline of an article pub‑
lished in Vesti.lv, “Trump’s advisor: give rights to Russians in Lat‑
via”, made it seem like Bannon’s statement was aimed at Latvia. 
In other words, Vesti.lv shifted Bannon’s declarations – which 
were aimed at the organisers of the Charlottesville riots – over 
to Latvia, where “nationalism has been the official dominating 
ideology since the collapse of communism”. Vesti.lv also claimed 
that a Latvian‑speaking Russian minority is constantly exposed 
to nationalist violence.

In reality, Bannon’s observations, published in The American 
Prospect, referred to the violent confrontations in Charlottesville 
between white supremacists and counterdemonstrators. Bannon 
doesn’t even mention the Baltic states in that interview. However, 
websites Rubaltic.ru and Vesti.lv took Bannon’s claims out of con‑
text and projected them onto the region, particularly onto Latvia. 
This example of active disinformation shows how pro‑Kremlin 
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propagandists use social tensions in the US to draw attention 
to the supposed problems of nationalist radicalism in the Baltic 
countries. However, this image contradicts reality; Latvia has not 
had a single ethnic conflict since 1991, the year it regained inde‑
pendence.

Another example of distortion of the opinions of western pol‑
iticians, turning them into criticism of Latvia, took place during 
German President FrankWalter Steinmeier’s recent visit to Esto‑
nia. Vesti.lv exacerbated Steinmeier’s speech in August, where he 
defended that “history should not be used as a weapon”. Although 
Steinmeier’s comments were aimed at Russia and EU countries, 
Berliner Morgenpost erroneously presented them as a reminder for 
Baltic states. Vesti.lv went even further in distorting his words, 
announcing that Germany had asked Latvians to “stop talking 
about the occupation”. In this way, Vesti.lv transformed Stein‑
meier’s appeal to build a shared collective memory into criticisms 
which belittle Latvia’s efforts to preserve the collective memory 
of Soviet occupation.

The professionalism of the Russian machine in creating alter‑
native facts and crudely manipulating the truth to spark chaos 
and fear in European democracies uses Russian‑language bots as 
the source of 70 per cent of all messages about NATO’s presence 
in the Baltic states and Poland. Overall, around 60 per cent of 
all Russian‑language profiles appear to be automated, in contrast 
with 39 per cent of English‑language profiles. According to sev‑
eral studies, Estonia and Latvia are the most targeted countries.

But it’s not only in the domains of nationality, the rights of 
the Russian‑speaking minority and national security that Russian 
manipulation is disseminated. Pro‑Kremlin media in Latvia is 
still spreading the narrative that the ban imposed on Moscow on 



[299]

riga

importing agricultural produce from the European Union, Aus‑
tralia or the United States, in the context of the western sanc‑
tions implemented after Russia invaded Crimea in 2014, has had a 
“devastating impact” on Latvian economy. An example of this was 
seen on 20 October, when Russian newspaper Izvestia published 
an interview with the former Latvian Minister for Foreign Affairs, 
Janis Jurkans, a well‑known supporter of the Kremlin’s policies, 
in which he maintained that sanctions on Russia had a serious 
impact on Latvian economy. He also claimed that “many Lat‑
vian businessmen hope that sanctions will be lifted and that Rus‑
sian investment may return to the country”. Andrejs Mamikins, 
a Latvian MEP, has expressed similar views. In a Sputnik article, 
Mamikins said that, due to Russian sanctions, Latvia loses “at 
least one billion euros a year”.

However, real figures show the deceptive nature of Jurkans 
and Mamikins’ allegations, refuting the narrative of a failed Lat‑
vian economy usually sold by Russian politicians and propaganda 
outlets. In 2015, Latvia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced 
that losses caused by the Russian embargo on produce reached 70 
million euros, or 0.25 per cent of the GDP. The drop in exports 
from Latvia to Russia in 2015 was partly explained by Russia’s seri‑
ous recession and a substantial fall in the value of Russia’s national 
currency. Latvian economists have argued that the impact of the 
Russian embargo decreased in 2016. Furthermore, the Macroeco‑
nomic Developments Report published by the Bank of Latvia 
suggest that the country’s exports to Russia in 2017 might even 
show a slight increase when compared to 2016. However, the 
Bank of Latvia encourages exporters to seek other markets, as it 
considers Russia to be a fragile business environment, reliant on 
unstable political factors.
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Veikos Spolitis, recently returned from meetings in Washing‑
ton, tells me that “there is a much clearer commitment from the 
USA towards security in the Baltic region than from the EU”. 
Perhaps due to a combination of real Russian meddling with the 
existing perception of European fragility, in April this year the 
Latvian Ministry of Defence emphasised the need for further 
direct public involvement as a way to strengthen national secu‑
rity. Firstly, the Ministry of Defence recommended that primary 
and secondary school students should enrol in basic lessons and 
training for state defence. Secondly, he defended a reform in the 
Latvian National Guard, made up of volunteers, to be completely 
integrated with the professional military.

When he called for “defence lessons” in secondary schools, the 
Minister of Defence, Raimonds Bergmanis, argued that the coun‑
try’s national defence doctrine requires every resident to know 
what to do in the event of a crisis. The Latvian government also 
envisages the creation of military summer camps for young peo‑
ple, with a view to preparing them to join the reserves. Every year, 
20,000 students complete their secondary education in Latvia. If 
only ten per cent of them opted to complete this military train‑
ing, the Latvian Armed Forces would have around two thousand 
reserve soldiers per year. Currently, the country’s reserves rely on 
a total of approximately three thousand soldiers.

The concept of total defence might also depend on the coun‑
try’s economic mobilisation and the involvement of entrepre‑
neurs in the specific priorities of national security. The Ministry 
of Justice plans to encourage businesses even further, clarifying 
their responsibilities regarding “comprehensive defence”. This 
reflects the principles laid out in Latvia’s Mobilisation Law, 
according to which, in a State of Emergency (when mobilisation 
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is activated), private business resources are redirected towards 
national defence.

Uǵis Romanovs, a retired lieutenant‑coronel from Latvia’s 
Armed Forces, and currently teaching at the Baltic Defence Col‑
lege, reiterates that the concept of total defence is becoming 
increasingly important, not only for Latvia, but for all countries in 
the region: “For many years, Russia has been positioning units and 
infrastructures in the vicinity of Baltic countries and in Kalinin‑
grad, purposefully shaping favourable conditions for itself in the 
event of a military confrontation. Favourable conditions for Rus‑
sia, first of all, means that Allied [NATO] forces would not be able 
to deploy before Russia achieved its set goals. Therefore, in the ini‑
tial phases of the operation, the Baltic States must be prepared to 
fight without or with limited support from Allied forces.”

Meanwhile, Estonia is considering an extension to its com‑
pulsory military service, opening it to women recruits. Mariita 
Mattiisen, member of the Estonian Atlantic Treaty Association, 
explained that compulsory military service holds a strong sym‑
bolic value, demonstrating a country’s wish to protect itself. 
“Small countries like the Baltic states have little reason not to 
adopt compulsory service, because the size of our population is 
smaller than the professional armies in some countries. In coun‑
tries like ours, an army reserve is the most efficient way to guar‑
antee national defence. Compulsory military service is much 
cheaper because it’s not competing with professional wages.”

It is unlikely that the debate about recruitment in Latvia will 
go away in the near future. In fact, this matter is a point of diver‑
gence between the doctrines of the Baltic states. Estonia and 
Lithuania have maintained and extended recruitment, while Lat‑
via has chosen a different path: not to rely solely on professional 
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soldiers and NATO allies, but to mobilise all of society towards 
a comprehensive defence strategy. Welcome to the return of geo‑
politics to the European Union.

*

Post Scriptum: At the start of 2018, AVLB, Latvia’s third largest  
bank, collapsed, forcing an emergency government meeting 
and the European Central Bank to take a stand. At the heart of 
the scaremongering were accusations of money laundering, and 
claims that the institution worked as a revolving door for Russian 
funds, besides circumventing western sanctions on North Korea. 
These suspicions are not new, but they still leave a cloud hanging 
over the European banking system. In March 2018, several Euro‑
pean states expelled Russian spies and diplomats, in an unprec‑
edented move. Latvia repatriated the highest number of Russian 
elements.
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After Vilnius and Riga, I arrive in Tallinn with the snow for com‑
pany. Despite the cold coming from the Baltic Sea, there is a vis‑
ible development crescendo between the three capitals, no doubt 
in part due to the fact the Estonian capital is moored on the coast 
facing Finland, with direct maritime routes to Helsinki, Stock‑
holm and Saint Petersburg. Geography is the main player in a 
country’s historical path and, if it is well‑trodden by its political 
and economic settings, it can be enough to compensate for any 
endogenous shortcomings.

The size of the city allows me to walk across it in a short space 
of time, from Independence Square to the hill where, inside 
the walls of Toompea Castle, the parliament building (Riigik‑
ogu) stands opposite the magnificent Alexander Nevsky Ortho‑
dox Cathedral. As I walk down the hill, I go into the Museum 
of Occupation and Freedom, a dark summary of Estonia’s recent 
history, spanning the Soviet invasion (19401941), the Nazi inva‑
sion (19411944) and again a Soviet invasion (19441991). It’s 
unlikely that a nation can succeed in shedding the ghosts left by 
such closely followed occupations, and the traumas that these 
bequeathed to several generations, hurting the country’s national 
pride and undermining any possibility of a future resting on its 
own identity – whether political or cultural. However, despite the 
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“Russian factor”, I believe that Estonia is following a commend‑
able path, filled with personality.

I have a meeting scheduled with Andreas Kaju, former advisor 
to Prime Minister Juhan Parts (20042005) and to the Minister of 
Defence, Jaak Aaviksoo, in the government led by Andrus Ansip, 
current Vice‑President of the European Commission and Euro‑
pean Commissioner for the digital single market. We are of the 
same generation. Andreas studied Philosophy, International Rela‑
tions and Management, he has a clear vision of political dynamics 
since the end of the Cold War, and he manages to be objective 
when he lists the reasons for the success of the Estonian model. 
“Immediately after 1991, there was a legal and generalised process 
of de‑Sovietisation within the state apparatus. Unlike what hap‑
pened in other countries, parties really did start from scratch; 
they were not rehashed from the old regime. The elite were natu‑
rally new and the generation that rose to power within the various 
sectors was necessarily inexperienced. But one had to seize it, to 
create modernity, to shape the system to avoid minimum levels 
of corruption, to keep institutions on the western track, to privi‑
lege a context where the rule of law, especially coming from Ger‑
man tradition, was a national strategic goal. Finland and Sweden 
served as cultural, political and commercial anchors, and today 
that path has borne fruit. We are a small EU state, but we are well 
respected and admired for our personality. For instance, 90 per 
cent of the relationship between citizen and state is done online.”

The current government is a coalition led by the prime min‑
ister’s Jüri Ratas Centre Party, which rests mainly on the Rus‑
sian‑speaking population. For the first time since the country’s 
second independence, in 1991 (the first was in 1918), the country 
is not led by a predominantly centre‑right coalition. At the 2015 
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general election, a coalition was formed between Prime Minis‑
ter Rõivas’ reformists, the social democrats and the Pro Patria 
and Res Publica Union, which lasted until November 2016 – at 
which time a motion of censure was approved with the support 
of these two parties. At the time, Jüri Ratas assumed a new gov‑
ernment structure based on a three‑party coalition: the Centre 
Party, the Social Democratic Party and the Pro Patria and Res 
Publica Union. Despite its Russian‑speaking background, Ratas 
has promoted a pro‑western agenda in his political alliances and 
commitments, also resting on an economic roadmap where fis‑
cal simplification, privatisation and investment in infrastruc‑
tures are important pillars. Economic growth is at three per 
cent and the strategy for a national identity remains unchanged: 
Estonia as a digital state.

Eerik Marmei is a former ambassador to NATO, as well as in 
Bucharest, Warsaw, Mexico and Washington. Two months ago, he 
joined the International Centre for Defence and Security, one of 
the main think tanks in the Baltic region, and certainly the most 
relevant in Estonia. He welcomes me in his office, having clearly 
prepared in advance, which is patent in the notes he has jotted 
down in a notepad, interspersed with some of the most recent 
reports produced by the institute. I realised this would be no 
ordinary chat. His care with presentation, his demonstration of 
professionalism and sophistication, as well as the profile of the 
message coming from a very experienced diplomat all came with 
a single purpose: to translate the current image of Estonia. And 
what is the priority? “Security. A priority in Estonia, and a prior‑
ity in the Baltic region. Without that condition, we have neither 
political cohesion nor a way to develop our economy strategi‑
cally.” With this in mind, the two per cent of the GDP allocated 



[306]

the b -side of europe

to defence has already been achieved, and will be maintained for 
the next few years, “largely possible due to the savings created by 
digitising public administration, estimated at two per cent of the 
annual GDP”.

In other words, the country saves over here to invest over 
there. “We must bear in mind that 25 per cent of our population 
is Russian‑speaking”, Marmei reminds me, and that therefore “we 
are subject to innate Russian propaganda. But there is something 
that we don’t do: use censorship as a weapon to contain it”. I ask 
him what they do instead. “We deconstruct the arguments and 
we prepare technologically and politically for each propaganda 
incursion.” In addition, he tells me with clear pride that the rela‑
tionship with the USA and NATO is such a cornerstone for Esto‑
nia that, since 1991, every American president or vice‑president 
has visited either the region or Tallinn. Most recently, Mike Pence 
was here in July. In any case, he reiterates that national diplomatic 
normality is not measured exclusively by the bond with Washing‑
ton; Berlin is equally important, both from a commercial and a 
political standpoint. In order to do this, the two countries need 
to achieve a mutual trust capital, proven by the fact that, “for the 
first time since World War II, there are German tanks stationed 
in Estonia, as part of a mission to reinforce NATO’s battalion”. 
Little by little, Tallinn is exorcising its ghosts.

Kersti Kaljulaid is the first female president of Estonia, and 
the youngest. In her inauguration speech, she said she was the 
president of “a digital society”, alerting to the fact that “the com‑
mon citizen suffers at the hands of the great bureaucracy”. She 
also said that the country must work like “a bee going from flower 
to flower, capable of collecting taxes from those citizens who 
work in France in the morning, in the UK in the afternoon, and 
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who live in Estonia for half a year before moving on to Australia”. 
While an important part of Europe tears itself apart with sectar‑
ian nationalism, Estonia invests in its citizens without borders.

Estonia has 1.3 million inhabitants and an area of four mil‑
lion acres, half of which is woodland. The digitisation process is 
presented by the authorities as an instrument of financial saving 
(it will save around two per cent of the GDP per year in wages 
and other expenses) and of greater equity between citizens. It is 
no longer the country whose biggest economic sector was tim‑
ber, becoming the country where Skype was created and which 
attracts tech start‑ups from all over the world, offering more 
favourable regulations in terms of technological research and 
development.

Taavi Kotka, former chief information officer, is one of the 
best‑known faces in project e‑Estonia, an effort coordinated by 
the government to transform the state into a digital society. It is 
deemed the most ambitious current digital project. It involves 
all government members and it changes the daily life of citizens. 
All government activities – legislation, elections, education, jus‑
tice, security forces, health, taxes and more – are gathered in 
a single network. Eerik Marmei was right, “digitisation is the 
country’s greatest national strategy”. Estonia holds the EU pres‑
idency in this second half of the year, and it presents the organ‑
isation of a digital summit as a priority.

e‑Estonia enables citizens to vote in elections or challenge 
parking fines from their computers. The system is based on an 
ID chip, which means that the individual does not have to enter 
any data online, nor fill in information sheets in the waiting room 
of a health clinic, as healthcare professionals are able to access 
the patient’s history directly through the network. This reduces 
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the sluggishness and cost of the usual processes used to integrate 
information. With the exception of marriage and transferring 
physical property (such as real estate), everything can be done 
online. In order to protect the information stored, data is not 
centralised in one single space, but stored locally (the local univer‑
sity holds academic data, the local bank holds financial data, etc.).

The X‑Road data platform connects the various centres hold‑
ing information according to the request made, in encrypted 
form. In order to do this, it is set up with a set of filters and safe‑
guards, which means, for example, that a teacher may input a stu‑
dent’s marks directly onto the system, but does not have access 
to his/her students full academic history. Even data inserted by a 
doctor may be blocked to others, if the patient so wishes. Trying 
to access someone’s data is a crime, and all accesses are recorded. 
Only the individual has access to all information available about 
him/her. Data about property or business ownership, on the other 
hand, is public, which means that any citizen may scrutinise a pol‑
itician over these matters; there is even an online tool to register 
links between businesses and flow of capital, presenting them as 
a network, thus establishing clear and monitorable connections.

e‑Residency, for example, is a programme designed to increase 
the country’s population. Unable to increase birth rates by decree, 
or force an increase in the number of physical residents in the 
country, Estonia opted for investing in digital residence. Registra‑
tion is done online from anywhere in the planet and, after paying 
the registration fee, all a person needs to do is collect his/her resi‑
dence documents at the nearest Estonian diplomatic office. And 
here lies the main problem with this programme: Estonia doesn’t 
have many embassies and consulates, and not many of them have 
adhered to the programme, as they fear the increase in workload. 
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However, the fact remains that one does not need to be a physical 
resident – or even to have visited the country – in order to work 
and pay taxes in Estonia.

As for the health sector, e‑Ambulance allows paramedics to 
access medical records on their way to a call, and it allows hos‑
pitals to consult the same data while the patient is being trans‑
ported to the emergency unit. All accesses to medical records are 
also recorded, and any accesses which are less clear in motiva‑
tion will mean that the healthcare professional in question will 
be contacted to explain why he/she accessed the information. 
The system also records medication prescription; therefore, if 
a cardiologist prescribes an ophthalmological drug, the system 
will generate an alert. The system also naturally enables telemedi‑
cine appointments, which are crucial for citizens with restricted 
mobility or who are isolated for geographic reasons.

On the digital security front, Estonia’s blockchain K.S.I. 
is renowned in the market for being difficult to access and for 
recording any hacking attempts. The US Armed Forces are the 
system’s main client. This blockchain guarantees the integrity of 
the information, which means that the data cannot be altered. 
Among other security measures, the system relies on the so‑
called “data embassies”, servers located in third‑party countries 
(like Luxembourg) subject to the same laws and protections as an 
embassy. If databases in Estonia are compromised – a constant 
fear regarding Russia – the system may abandon local servers and 
use the digital embassies. As well as ensuring continuity in public 
and private services associated with the system, this also allows 
for government continuity in case of Russian invasion.

In 2007, a Russian cyberattack left Estonia in the midst of 
chaos, with the entire digital system, from banks to media outlets,  
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being inaccessible. This event is regarded by Estonians as a key 
moment in its recent history, and this offensive action created 
the conditions for founding, in 2008, NATO’s Cooperative Cyber 
Defence Centre of Excellence. Located at a former Soviet mili‑
tary base, the centre deals with digital forensics, cyber defence and 
related topics. It’s known for its yearly simulations which encom‑
pass a set of threats, including so‑called fake news and detrimental 
actions on social media.

This digitisation process also has Finland as a regional bench‑
mark, as Helsinki is began developing an ID system prior to Esto‑
nia. However, the fact that it is expensive and optional meant that 
not many citizens adhered to the system and, consequently, nei‑
ther did suppliers (such as banks). The success of the Estonian 
system lay in ensuring all citizens registered their ID before begin‑
ning to develop the applications. The first to be implemented was 
i‑Voting, which allows people to vote from any computer and, 
since 2014, a third of voters have cast their votes online.

Since the 11th century, Estonia’s territory has been conquered 
by Russia five times. Today, the country is frequently flown over 
by Russian fighter planes; the Estonian government files a pro‑
test with Moscow, which alleges there has been a technical error. 
It’s a practice which, although now ritualised, signals the great‑
est threat to the country’s security. Estonia has been exporting 
its digital model to other countries, and there are now deals and 
exchanges with countries like Finland, Georgia, Panama and Mol‑
dova, although the EU is Tallinn’s main target market. Let us make 
the most of this cutting‑edge identity. There aren’t many like it.
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*

Post Scriptum: In March 2018, Estonia expelled the Defence Atta‑
ché from the Russian Embassy, in a concerted action with another 
32 member states and also with the USA, as a form of retaliation 
against Moscow’s accusations of responsibility in the poisoning 
of a former Russian spy in England. It was the largest collective 
expulsion operation of Russian agents from information services 
on record.
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Helsinki
october

I fly across the Baltic Sea under a snowstorm. The 30‑minute 
plane journey which separates Tallinn from Helsinki is spent 
within a completely while blanket, a glare rendering everything 
invisible. But the bad weather did not stop me from immediately 
realising that the Finns were in a celebratory mood. The least 
expressive, but not less relevant celebration refers to the 500th 
anniversary of Luther’s Reformation – Reformaatio 500 – a trans‑
formative moment in the Europe of the 1500s, a time of discov‑
eries and the printing revolution, capable of showing Europeans 
that there was life in the Old Continent beyond Christianity, in 
philosophical movements such as those conveyed by Erasmus and 
Pico della Mirandola, closer to individualism, liberty and human 
dignity than to the papal absolutism and Christian determinism 
which had hitherto defined European civilisation. This was one 
of the reasons that drew me to the extraordinary Temppeliaukio 
Kirkko, the circular Lutheran church built inside a massive block 
of granite, with a copper dome, designed by the duo of architect 
brothers Timo and Tuomo Suomalainen in the 1960s.

The truth is that Lutheran celebrations are intimately con‑
nected with the Finnish identity, whose centenary of indepen‑
dence, scheduled for 6 December of this year, marks the second 
moment of celebration in Helsinki. The link is Mikael Agricola, 
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a Finnish clergyman who was not only the first local translator 
of the New Testament, but also the bastion for Protestant refor‑
mation in both Finland and Sweden in the 16th century. The Ref‑
ormation produced an extraordinary impact on the development 
of the Finnish language, on ecclesiastical life, on the education 
system, on endangered community networks, on international 
relations, on customs, and obviously also on the various national 
artistic expressions.

The celebrations marking the centenary of Finland’s indepen‑
dence are, in large part, a celebration of survival against everything 
we would expect. Even Lenin, the first world leader to recognise 
the country’s independence, thought that Finland would one day 
succumb to its own revolution and join the Soviet Union. How‑
ever, despite a bloody civil war and Soviet attempts to annex Fin‑
land during World War II, the country’s independence endured.

The centenary is also a way to celebrate a remarkable transfor‑
mation. Once one of Europe’s poorest countries, Finland has now 
become one of the most prosperous, with greater social justice, 
one of the best education and health systems in the world, and 
high levels of political stability. In short, Finland is based on solid 
institutions and the population benefits from a firm and generous 
social support network. But the country’s ambitions aren’t con‑
tent with what has already been achieved. Eero Iloniemi, political 
consultant at Fipra and a columnist at the Verkkouutiset, the coun‑
try’s main online newspaper, meets me at Café Strindberg, near 
the Esplanadi gardens, on a snow‑white afternoon. He tells me 
that the national goal rests “on a network of smart cities, capable 
of competing on a global scale, with university centres, business 
and innovation complexes, respectful of the environment and 
with integrated mobility”. So far, this doesn’t appear unique to 
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me, given that this is also the goal set out by other member states. 
Iloniemi agrees, but he adds another valid point: “Our education 
network lends a different kind of trust to the system, having been 
put to the test at critical moments and having responded with 
excellent results.”

This Nordic model stems more from necessity than inten‑
tion, as the Finns themselves recognise. Investment in the coun‑
try’s industrialisation, in the education system and social policies 
served as a tool to mobilise the country to heal the wounds caused 
by civil war, and at the same time to pay war reparations to the 
Soviet Union.

Along the way, the country has faced several economic crises. 
The first one came at the start of the 1990s, due to the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, which was, at the time, an important com‑
mercial partner. And, more recently, between 2011 and 2015, the 
country suffered a series of blows which contracted the coun‑
try’s economy. These blows varied in nature as well as impact: a 
decrease in international demand for paper, which affected the 
timber sector; Nokia’s near‑collapse, which shook the telecom‑
munications industry; a reduction in trade with Russia as a result 
of international sanctions imposed on Moscow. Iloniemi reminds 
me “that Nokia’s collapse was a serious reputational blow, but 
that 95 per cent of its human resources were rapidly absorbed by 
the job market. This shows the quality of our education at critical 
moments, allowing us to overcome these quickly”.

The years of economic downturn, between 2011 and 2015, 
affected the quality of life in the country, a deterioration which 
coincided in time with the rise of the True Finns, a Eurosceptic, 
far‑right party. In the 2011 general election, it was the third most 
voted party, with 19 per cent of votes, and in the 2015 election, 
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despite a reduction in the number of votes to 17 per cent, it was 
the second most voted. This last election led the True Finns to the 
government coalition. The country appeared to be yet another 
victim of radical and anti‑European populism sweeping over a 
part of Europe. Juha Jokela, European Programme Director at 
the Finnish Institute of International Affairs, welcomes me in 
his office, located in a dark building near the Uspenski Orthodox 
cathedral. “Finland’s most recent history consists of a difficult 
balancing act between the EU and Russia, with particular affin‑
ity with German stances, especially as far as euro management is 
concerned.” Despite this depiction and the rise of the True Finns, 
Eero Iloniemi believes there are “no pro‑Russian parties, despite 
the fact that the entire Finnish identity strategy is dominated by 
the Russian factor”.

Nonetheless, recent figures suggest that, once again, Finland 
is surviving pessimistic prognoses. The economy is growing at 
a rate of 2.9 per cent, the economic crises that affected several 
industries have been largely overcome, and exports are growing 
again. The True Finns have succumbed to internal disputes, and 
they have lost popular support. However, there are some serious 
challenges on the horizon: an ageing population and the stagna‑
tion in productivity are exerting great pressure on public policies 
and the welfare state.

The truth is that, although some time has passed, some of the 
fear remains. The Council of Helsinki, the state and private inves‑
tors – mostly American and European – have been developing a 
subterranean city aimed at protecting the Finnish capital in the 
event of a foreign attack since the 1960s. It consists of approxi‑
mately 400 tunnels along Helsinki’s streets at a depth between 20 
and 80 metres below sea level. The diameter of the passageways 
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is similar to the width of a car, and there are accesses at various 
points in the city.

The ongoing extension work will be completed in 2020. At the 
moment, the tunnels have a capacity of nine million square metres, 
enough to accommodate 600,000 people – the same as the popu‑
lation of Helsinki. With these in mind, the tunnels include a pool, 
an ice rink, a running track, and other leisure infrastructures. The 
parliament building and the state‑owned TV network have their 
own accesses to the underground network. There are other insti‑
tutions with their own access too, but part of the map remains 
shrouded in secrecy. Only 30 per cent of underground Helsinki is 
open to the public.

Even though the plan is officially aimed at decongesting traf‑
fic in the city and reducing urban sprawl, the project admits that 
the tunnels may serve as “a human shelter”. It’s important to note 
that all vital infrastructures, such as power plants and water sup‑
plies, as well as fuels like coal and oil, are protected by the capital’s 
rock tunnels. The way this city has been designed indicates that 
both public institutions and the population are getting ready for 
a worse‑case scenario.

Paul Collier, author of Exodus: Immigration and multiculturalism 
in the 21st century, has defended the importance of a sense of shared 
national identity for promoting and maintaining the high levels 
of generosity and commitment that define European countries. 
However, this identity cannot have a political or religious basis 
and, therefore, it needs to transcend divisions, and be broad and 
inclusive. According to Collier, inclusive nationalism is not pres‑
ent in Europe because “the left lacks the will for nationalism; the 
right lacks the will for inclusion”. Lawrence Summers, former pres‑
ident of Harvard University, has also presented a third way between  
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dangerous ethno‑nationalism and abstract globalism, which he 
calls responsible nationalism. It places more emphasis on enhanc‑
ing citizens’ wellbeing instead of fighting for an abstract common 
good. The proposals to rethink nationalism are important for 
those who define political agendas, but the Finnish example urges 
voters all over Europe to consider which type of actions and values 
actually make countries stronger.

The main question is whether convictions and symbolism are 
more important than cooperation and freedom. At times, strong 
ideals may cause political leaders to place their parties before the 
country and prevent cooperation. This applies not only to far‑
right parties, but also to idealists, who wish to turn their internal 
political philosophy into the foreign policy goal.

When there is a broad and shared national conscience, people 
are willing to work together to defend the freedom of the coun‑
try and common ideals. Everyone has a voice and checks and bal‑
ances are in place. Opinions on energy, the armed forces, security 
and international treaties will always be a source of divergence 
but, under critical circumstances, political agents should be capa‑
ble of minimising party division.

Despite having experienced far‑right political expressions 
and a populist party in government, the dominant form of 
nationalism in Finland has little to do with opportunistic groups 
exploiting nationalist rhetoric. After one hundred years of inde‑
pendence, Finland enjoys a stability which comes from the 
confidence its citizens place in the country’s institutions, com‑
mitted to protecting minority groups, and both Swedish‑ and 
Sami‑speaking Finns hold a special place in the Constitution. 
Public authorities must attend to the cultural and social needs 
of Finnish and Swedish speakers on an equal basis, and the Sami 
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people have self‑government in the spheres of language and  
culture.

A constitutional democracy does not just imply governing 
the majority, but also protecting minorities. At the same time, in 
order to ensure political cohesion and unity, it is crucial to have 
something that unites people beyond their cultural affiliations. In 
Finland, a citizen may be Swedish‑speaking or of Roma ethnicity, 
but he or she is, above all, Finnish. Inclusive institutions do not 
just serve as a platform to unite all citizens – they also play a cru‑
cial role in shaping common values. A commitment to the values 
of equality and freedom, rather than of ethnicity, is an intrinsic 
part of a shared identity.

An example of this was the latest joint initiative between the 
prime ministers of Norway, Denmark, Finland, Iceland and Swe‑
den, who once again publicly expressed ambitious commitments 
to other countries in the areas of climate change, poverty eradi‑
cation and reducing inequality. For the purpose of achieving the 
goals set out by the Paris Agreement and the UN 2030 Agenda, 
these heads of government presented the Nordic Solutions to 
Global Challenges initiative. As the region boasting the highest 
levels of integration in the world, these countries expressed their 
wish to learn and share knowledge with states from all over the 
world, based on the premise that the countries that subscribed to 
this initiative have been able to combine economic growth, envi‑
ronmental protection and the upholding of social values.

In particular, the proponents of Nordic Solutions to Global 
Challenges wanted to share their experiences in reducing depen‑
dence on fossil fuels, following a market logic that is favourable to 
sustainable investment in renewable energies. The ability to com‑
bine economic growth with public policies of gender equality in 
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the job market and the articulation of this with expenditure on 
social protection were the other main topics of the initiative.

In the case of Finland, the educational system encourages the 
individual potential of all students, at the same time as it promotes 
equality. Students are not split into different classrooms accord‑
ing to their performance, and additional assistance is provided to 
those who need it. Education is provided in both the Finnish and 
Swedish languages and, although the teaching languages are dif‑
ferent, the school curriculum is the same.

The Finnish Armed Forces are another example, as most men 
are obliged to complete between six and 12 months of military 
service, and women may also request volunteer military service. 
As Eero Iloniemi explains, “besides Greece, Finland is the only 
EU country which has never done away with compulsory military 
service”. This type of institution gathers citizens from different 
backgrounds and teaches them solidarity, regardless of ethnic‑
ity or socioeconomic context. Finland and neighbouring Sweden 
have for decades centred their defence strategies on neutrality, 
which is the reason why they abstain from taking part in large mili‑
tary alliances. A recent survey indicates that 59 per cent of Finns 
are opposed to joining NATO. Jyri Raitasalo, a Professor of Strat‑
egy at the National Defence University in Helsinki, tells me that 
“the fact that the majority is against joining reduces the intensity 
level of the debate, and it is no accident that all presidential candi‑
dates in the January 2018 election are against it, although there is 
the perception that the country wishes to leave this option open”.

However, the annexation of Crimea and the war in Ukraine 
in 2014 have changed this stance. The Finnish Defence minister, 
Jussi Niinistö, is preparing to host a large‑scale military exercise 
in 2020 – and he has invited the US Armed Forces to take part. 
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This exercise to be held on Finnish soil will have a similar dimen‑
sion to the Aurora exercises which took place in Sweden in Sep‑
tember, and which mobilised 19,000 Swedish troops and over one 
thousand from the United States, France, and other Nordic and 
Baltic countries. If they go ahead, these Finnish military exercises 
will be the biggest ever held in the country.

This unity might fit the definition of constitutional patrio‑
tism: the idea that people are linked by their commitment to 
democratic and constitutional values. But it is doubtful whether 
this commitment is sufficiently strong to create the solidarity and 
willingness needed to defend the country, which seem to be prev‑
alent among the Finnish people. The role played by empathy and 
trust regarding citizens is equally important. The Finnish proverb 
kaveria ei jätetä – “no friend left behind” – which dates back to the 
Winter War, holds a special place in Finnish mentality. Just like in 
school, no one is left behind in the Armed Forces.

National security is an issue that unites Finland. At a time 
of emerging threats, such as information warfare, it’s important 
for states to promote security consciousness among all citizens. 
Defence is regarded as a collective responsibility, and the willing‑
ness to defend the country is higher (71 per cent) than in other 
European countries. Stories about Finnish soldiers who fought 
against the Soviets have left a legacy of heroic action which still 
inspires a high level of commitment towards defending freedom. 
Collectivism is a central pillar for everything regarding security, 
and the Finnish example suggests that it is possible to balance it 
with individualism. A long tradition of consensus and coalition 
governments facilitates this balance, but it does not completely 
explain it – a common vision for national security and the willing‑
ness to cooperate in crucial matters complete the reasoning.
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The last few years have shown that underestimating the impor‑
tance of a cohesive defence may lead to rash decisions. The return 
of geopolitics has caught many European countries unawares, 
forcing them to re‑evaluate their preparedness, while Finland has 
shown determination in keeping its territorial defence credible,  
by maintaining the axes supporting its security policy. Jyri Raitasalo 
is adamant: “Finland has one single strategic question, which is  
also a potential risk, the unpredictable nature of Russia and its 
relations with the west.” This analysis is echoed by Eero Iloniemi, 
when he says that “transitions are Russia’s eternal problem”.

Another aspect of Finnish identity is the unique trait of endog‑
enous creativity. Let’s call it sauna diplomacy, one of the most 
iconic features in the country. They are to Finland what pubs are 
to England. In a country with five million inhabitants, there are 
over two million saunas. Before the hundredth anniversary of Fin‑
land’s independence, on 6 December 2017, two men – Risto Sivula 
and Jouko Sipilä – spent a whole year travelling around the United 
States with a mobile sauna. Sivula left his job in the packaging 
industry in Minnesota to embark on this project, which received 
funding from 20 private sponsors and a grant from the Finn‑
ish embassy. The ambassador of Finland herself, Kirsti Kauppi, 
showed great interest in the project and followed it closely.

The sauna was named Sisu, a Finnish concept which means 
resistance and resilience. It was certainly a fitting name for a 
mobile sauna which crossed the country from coast to coast, 
travelling over 20,000 miles, across 35 states. During Project Sisu, 
the sauna was used by over 1400 people and visited by over one 
hundred thousand. Visitors’ response was extremely positive, 
which Sivula attributes – among other things – to the fact that the 
mobile sauna used a wood burner, offering a more pleasant expe‑
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rience compared to the electric burners usually found in the US. 
The tour received wide media coverage in the USA.

The sauna is an integral part of Finnish diplomacy, and most 
Finnish embassies have one. Over the years, these saunas have 
been used to establish courtesy and proximity relationships with 
local political decision‑makers. Former Deputy Minister of For‑
eign Affairs, Pertti Torstila, has encouraged other countries to use 
saunas as a tool for negotiating deals. Although Project Sisu was a 
unique event, sauna diplomacy is here to stay.

*

Post Scriptum: In November, US Defence Secretary Jim Mattis vis‑
ited Helsinki and greatly complimented Finland for hosting the 
European Centre of Excellence for Countering Hybrid Threats, 
founded in April 2017 for the purpose of analysing present‑day 
forms of conflict, such as conventional action against cyberat‑
tacks. The message was aimed at Moscow.

In January 2018, President Sauli Niinistö was re‑elected by a 
wide margin.
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I land in Brussels the day after Carles Puigdemont’s arrival. 
Having fled Spanish justice, he is seeking refuge in comfortable 
Belgian exile, trying to turn the Catalan crisis into a European 
matter. Without delay, and in his honour, I went straight to the 
Belgian Comic Strip Centre where, from Tintin to Spirou, via 
Blake & Mortimer and Asterix, I managed to find more politi‑
cal talent drawn in the characters created by Hergé, Jacobs and 
Uderzo than in the former president of the Catalan Generalitat. 
The extreme situation in Spain sets the tone for a parallel drawn 
with Belgium’s fragmented identity, turned into a fight against 
the Roman invader, but from time to time satirised in Asterix in 
Belgium, the last volume signed by Goscinny.

Many point to Brussels as the “capital of Europe”, but reality 
shows us that the path adopted by Belgian politics is precisely the 
reverse of the course set by that same “Europe”. While regions 
in Belgium claim more powers at the expense of central power, 
member states have relinquished some of their sovereignty in 
favour of a political centre. In the 2010 general election, Flemish 
independents managed to multiply their electoral results tenfold 
in three years, positioning them as the largest party, appealing to 
the “progressive evaporation” of the country, to the end of eco‑
nomic support to the French‑speaking south, and to xenophobic 
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radicalism. Consolidated in the 2014 general election, the Flem‑
ish position also contributed to breaking every European record 
in terms of government impasses, intransigence in negotiations, 
and radicalised positions. At the same time as Flemish demands 
for total control of their finance, taxation, justice or employment  
systems increase, more and more state domains are handed over 
by member states to be managed by European institutions. In 
this sense, Belgium, as the home to European institutionalism, 
ends up being a poor example of the model followed in European 
integration.

I meet with Alexander Mattelaer, Director of the European 
Affairs programme at the Egmont Institute, in the headquarters 
of this think tank, which is linked to Belgium’s Ministry for For‑
eign Affairs. He begins by defining the political atmosphere in 
the capital as “two bubbles coexisting separately, the Belgian one 
and the EU one”. In his opinion, the fragmentation of identity 
“is reflected in the press, which is divided according to its work‑
ing language. It’s interesting to see that, at a time when Puigde‑
mont arrives in Brussels, the chaotic process of independence in  
Catalonia ends up serving as a deterrent to Flemish indepen‑
dence. I don’t think the political cycle (ending 2019) will change 
the Belgian constitutional framework to accommodate any new 
nationalist formulation”.

Successive generations of political leaders have presented this 
European vocation as a crucial political interest, and have empha‑
sised Belgium’s role as a federalist prototype. The late Wilfried 
Martens, Prime Minister of Belgium between 1979 and 1992, even 
said once that “a country as federalised as Belgium requires a proj‑
ect above and beyond itself to remain intact”. Without a stable 
foundation as a nation, Belgium is still one of the member states 
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that fights for “an increasingly closer union”. Until Brexit arrived 
at the Belgian shores, in the heart of the North Sea.

Although it caught many by surprise, national and regional 
Belgian authorities almost immediately mobilised resources to 
gauge the impact and consequences of the United Kingdom’s 
exit. As an open economy, with wide commercial relations with 
the British, Brexit exposes Belgium to serious risks. In 2015, Bel‑
gian exports to the UK represented 31.9 billion euros in goods 
(representing 8.8 per cent of total Belgian exports), while imports 
were estimated at 17.4 billion euros (or 5.1 per cent of all imports). 
This makes the UK the fourth biggest importer in the Belgian 
economy and the fifth most important supplier of goods and ser‑
vices. Over the last few years, Belgian exports to the UK have 
been growing steadily, which has resulted in a clearly positive 
trade balance. They include transportation equipment, chemical 
products and an important service‑related component (8.8 billion 
euros, or 8.7 per cent of the total of services), such as the financial 
and transportation sectors.

It’s often pointed out that bilateral trade between Belgium 
and the United Kingdom is unevenly distributed across Belgian 
territory. The lion’s share takes place in the Flemish region: 27.2 
billion euros in exports and 15.03 billion euros in imports in 2015. 
Although it is true that Flanders is the main driving force behind 
Belgian exports, it’s important not to overstate these regional 
asymmetries, for three reasons. Firstly, the United Kingdom is 
also a relatively important commercial partner for other regions. 
Even in Wallonia, undeniably the most continental of Belgian 
regions, the UK is still the fifth most important export market, 
characterised by a positive and growing trade balance. Secondly, 
the matter of uneven distribution may be observed inside each 
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of the different regions, as well as Belgium as a whole. Due to the 
Port of Zeebrugge, its fishing fleet and the main share of the tex‑
tile industry, the province of West Flanders will be hit a lot harder 
by the discontinuation of trade than Limburg Province, for exam‑
ple. However, and thirdly, any economic woes caused by Brexit 
will spread across Belgian territory through the mechanisms 
of fiscal redistribution. To put it simply, it doesn’t really matter 
where the economic activity is based, as it will always affect the 
state of Belgian public finances as a whole.

Laurent Hublet, advisor for the digital agenda of Deputy 
Prime Minister Alexander de Croo, shares with me some of his 
ideas about the state of affairs in this field. “Belgium wants a win‑
win situation with Brexit, but nobody knows how it will end. The 
UK has been an influencer and a driving force behind an issue that 
is dear to the Belgian European strategy, the digital agenda in the 
EU, and its exit paves the way for Paris and Berlin to take cen‑
tre stage in the matter. We have been fighting for EU investment 
in digital skills in schools, and we want a strategy of cooperation 
and support carried out alongside London. The current Belgian 
Finance Minister has the mission of accommodating the British 
financial services within the single market.”

I ask him about the digital agenda and a certain overlap of 
leadership between Belgium and Estonia, which took on this 
dimension as part of its national identity within the EU. To Hub‑
let, digital public services have doubled in the last two years, 
making Belgium the world leader. “We try to project a blockchain 
environment, based largely on coalitions of intent with the vari‑
ous regional administrations and public certification for technol‑
ogies in private companies.” The parallel with Tallinn is evident, 
but Hublet thinks that “Estonia is more vulnerable to external 
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cyberattacks, despite its large interface portal for government 
departments. And it has some advantages, such as the 1.4 mil‑
lion inhabitants and a single language. Belgium is bigger and more 
complex, with three official languages mirroring the power of 
regional identities”.

Apart from the economy, Belgium fears for its safety, and 
the March 2016 terrorist attacks in Brussels – at Zaventem air‑
port and Maalbeek metro station – have generated an internal 
debate about its huge vulnerabilities to international insecurity. 
The attack showed a convergence in method, time and place in 
the current logic of European jihadism: serial attacks conducted 
by radicals with a European passport, in a EU capital and in a 
context of extreme closeness to the arrest by Belgian police of 
the leader of the Paris attacks, in November 2016. The second 
derives from that premise: the Brussels attacks were, in a way, 
part two of the Paris attacks. The reason for this seems clear; 
after all, the terrorist circle surrounding the two attacks and the 
route between the two capitals, both as an escape and as prepa‑
ration, are the same.

In the four months that separated the Bataclan attacks – 
November 2015, Paris – from the ones in Brussels, the world 
realised two things: the intervals between attacks in our capital 
cities are getting shorter, even though, throughout the deadly 
year of 2015, 16 times more civilians died at the hands of Islamic 
terrorism in North Africa, the Middle East and Central Asia than 
in Europe; secondly, that Belgium is a dysfunctional state, which 
makes both prevention and response to Islamic radicalisation in 
Europe more difficult.

It’s true that some Belgian traits are common to other European 
countries with important (poorly) integrated Muslim communities, 
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whose ghettoisation inhibits the rule of law from penetrating it. But 
one must recognise the paradox that a prosperous country and a 
politically symbolic region like Brussels have the highest numbers of 
jihadists in the ISIS ranks among all EU countries, in terms of ratio 
per million inhabitants. What’s more, the Belgian contingent is the 
eighth most representative among all foreign groups in Syria, after 
Jordan, Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Turkmenistan and 
Albania. Does this mean that the problem lies in the Syrian magnet? 
No. It means that it also lies in our own backyard.

Alexander Mattelaer reminds me that, “in the region of Brus‑
sels, the fragmentation of authorities translates into several polit‑
ical and police authorities, and each municipality has a single 
possible cable TV server, for example. This lack of articulation 
also explains why radicalism spreads so easily. At the time of the 
airport attack, Belgian intelligence services had as many officers 
as there were Belgian nationals fighting in ISIS, in Syria. This 
capacity has been improved this year with new jobs and more 
investment in the police force. But it is not enough and there are 
many political announcements in the air”.

Although they are less well‑known than the country’s eco‑
nomic interests, the interests of Belgian national security are 
intimately linked to the Brussels‑London‑Washington axis. After 
all, it was in order to guarantee Belgian neutrality that the United 
Kingdom entered World War I, in 1914. The reconstruction of 
the Belgian security apparatus after World War II was the result 
of a special partnership with the UK and the USA, which ended 
up being consolidated into a NATO alliance. In the area of intel‑
ligence, for example, Prime Minister PaulHenri Spaak signed a 
deal with the head of MI6, Stewart Menzies, in January 1949, to 
consolidate Belgian‑British intelligence cooperation at the deep‑
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est level. Furthermore, many of the main components in the 
structure of the Belgian Armed Forces (such as the F16 349th and 
350th squadrons and the paratrooper regiment) have their roots 
in the UK Armed Forces. Although all of this refers back to his‑
tory, its contemporary relevance should not be underestimated. 
For instance, the British government’s proposal of Eurofighter 
Typhoon to replace the old fleet of F16 fighters is largely inspired 
by the desire to strengthen the bilateral partnership between Bel‑
gium and the United Kingdom. The two countries’ close coopera‑
tion is also manifest in two key areas: cybersecurity and working 
together against terrorism – both serious and urgent challenges 
for the Belgian government.

Just like other states, there are two political interests that Bel‑
gium needs to see defended in the Article 50 negotiations. The 
first concerns the need for European cooperation and unity. In 
an economic and geopolitical sense, the European construct 
itself is a priority Belgian national interest. The second, however, 
refers to the unity and cohesion of the Kingdom of Belgium itself. 
The uncertainty and potential chaos caused by Brexit don’t just 
threaten the cohesion of the European Union, but also of Belgium, 
precisely because they pull the different political and linguistic 
communities that make up the country in opposite directions. For 
the Belgian federal government it is, therefore, a political impera‑
tive to find a balanced approach where the demands of different 
regional and political constituencies see themselves represented. 
It’s up to the federal government to forge a position which arbi‑
trates legitimate subnational interests and integrates the motto 
“Unity builds strength”.

However, this approach to Brexit, which prioritises the defence 
of national interests, has some flaws. Despite it being legitimate to 
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deal with Brexit merely from the perspective of one’s own inter‑
ests, this approach would make negotiations more complicated on 
a European level and, in truth, it would go against the principle of 
integration, which rests on cooperation.

With this in mind, Belgium might also choose a second 
option: defending Europe’s unity. Throughout a large part of its 
history, Belgium was one of the leading states in furthering Euro‑
pean integration. As well as being one of the six founding mem‑
ber states, Belgium conceived of its future as a state which would 
gradually become integrated into a political structure bigger than 
itself. In accordance with its long tradition of defending federal 
solutions for the EU – in the same way as it embraced federal‑
ism on a national level – Belgium might be tempted to approach 
Brexit not so much from a national perspective, but from a solely 
European standpoint. This would have significant implications in 
the Article 50 process. Firstly, Brexit is a critical test for the future 
of the EU, due to the legal precedent it sets. The perception of a 
certain European frailty might become a self‑fulfilling prophecy, 
leading to greater fragmentation.

Secondly, the EU has obligations towards its citizens, with a 
view to safeguarding the European interest. Indirectly, it’s the 
EU’s own legitimacy as a political construct that is at stake; if 
it can’t guarantee the rights of its citizens, then what is it for? 
Thirdly, the EU’s institutional architecture is, in itself, a product 
of scrupulous negotiations and compromises. When negotiating 
with external parties, the project’s integrity should be maintained 
at all costs – precisely because member states will react if they feel 
that their legitimate interests are being trampled on.

Belgium’s geopolitical identity has been defined by building 
bridges in Europe. As the EU expanded, the Belgian diplomatic 
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network was required to reinforce its close relationships in Ben‑
elux and to take more advantage of opportunities with distant 
neighbours.

As far as the eurozone moment is concerned, the Macron 
roadmap is received with a mix of necessity and scepticism. To 
Brussels, it’s important to see indications of bigger compromises 
between Paris and Berlin – the latter’s new government formation 
is being followed to the minute – but there are doubts over the 
sustainability of the monetary union without serious economic 
reforms in the member states. But if Brussels demands reforms 
from the others, it must be able to appear as a reliable element in 
terms of state unity, and especially as a source of internal and EU 
security. There’s no point in exchanging mutual accusations when 
one lives in a fragile glass house.

From a purely European perspective, the negotiations on Arti‑
cle 50 are defined by three aspects. Firstly, invoking this article 
will set a legal precedent for how a member state may leave the 
Union. This means that the UK should not receive special treat‑
ment simply “because it’s the UK”. Political generosity, in this 
case, may translate into a scenario in which other member states 
might feel tempted to follow the British example. The UK might 
regard Brexit as a type of one‑off negotiation, but the European 
negotiating partners cannot adopt a similar perspective. This is 
especially relevant when it comes to talks about the financial deal.

Secondly, the notion of EU citizenship provided the Com‑
mission’s negotiators with a direct public and legal incentive to 
defend the interests of its citizens. It is well known that any deal 
involving citizens’ rights must withstand judicial scrutiny and will 
determine future debates around legal proceedings. The member 
states and political communities that are most committed to the 



[334]

the b -side of europe

European construct (such as Belgium) will argue that it is pre‑
cisely when it comes to matters of citizenship that the Commis‑
sion should adopt a hard stance.

The third consideration is the delicate balance of the EU in 
its current institutional form. The EU has repeatedly changed its 
structure in the past, and it might do so again in the future. How‑
ever, all previous stages of change in the Treaties implied diffi‑
cult talks between member states interested in pushing their own 
national agendas. The final product, coded into EU law, there‑
fore implied a complex compromise achieved between different 
positions. In fact, Article 50 is the result of a commitment not 
to unravel the phrase “an ever‑closer union”, but which allows 
Eurosceptic member states an emergency exit. The exit agree‑
ment with the United Kingdom not only sets a legal precedent, 
but it may also endanger this carefully constructed political bal‑
ance, coded in the EU treaties.

Lastly, Belgium has a third option – neutrality. This option 
might be the default scenario resulting from diplomatic weak‑
ness, i.e. the result of tension between the two previous options. 
For Belgium, more than for any other member state, there is a 
risk that its national and European interests will end up cancel‑
ling each other out. The policy of neutrality is the easy way out, 
the one that generates the least political resistance.

There is a contrast between a Belgian position on Brexit that is 
based on a clear identification of national interest, and one based 
on the Belgian tradition of playing a leading role in European 
interests, which would imply the opposite. Up to a certain extent, 
this juxtaposition overrides other social divides, such as the ones 
that exist between conservatives and progressives, between left 
and right, or between realists and idealists. Given the country’s 
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long tradition of coalition governments, of a permanent dialogue 
with civil society and of great compromise, one might expect a 
position of pursuit of larger consensus. However, this would take 
too long to develop, and it would largely be determined by the 
political debate in the neighbouring countries, namely France and 
Germany.

Neutrality has both advantages and disadvantages. As always, 
the search for the lowest common denominator will count on vast 
support, but little content. Intra‑Belgian political coordination 
will take time, placing the country at a disadvantage when com‑
pared to other member states, but any consensus coming from 
this would be long‑lasting. For some, this would be an important 
message of inclusion within internal policy, and all voices would 
be taken into account. For others, it would weaken Belgium’s dip‑
lomatic position in the international framework. By not doing 
anything, or by reversing political stances, Belgium’s voice runs 
the risk of losing the limited credibility it currently enjoys. Worse, 
it might create opportunities for other agents to actively exploit 
intra‑Belgian differences for their own benefit. After all, it would 
not be the first time that foreign powers were tempted to use the 
political and linguistic diversity in Belgium for their own agendas.

Laurent Hublet concludes: “Belgium is fragmented and inef‑
ficient, but perhaps that’s the price we must pay for peace. A fed‑
eration of different nations.”

*

Post Scriptum: Puigdemont continued his saga of being exiled in 
Brussels, with a few incursions into Denmark. One of them, in 
mid‑March, cost him his detention at the German border. For 
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obvious reasons, the Belgian Prime Minister, Charles Michel, 
never showed any solidarity with the Catalan’s struggle, a dis‑
tancing management which proved to be the right call. However, 
the Flemish nationalist flame remains lit through the voice of its 
leader, Bart de Wever, who insists on causing alarm every time 
he tries to convince people that a more open stance on immigra‑
tion will result in the hypothetical implosion of the Belgian wel‑
fare state. There is no shortage of studies proving precisely the 
reverse. In order to destroy a lie, all one needs is a good dose of 
the truth. That’s how Macron defeated Le Pen.
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november

On the week when Lisbon welcomes 60,000 participants from 
all over the world for the Web Summit, I’m pretty certain that 
Luxembourg City is the European capital where Portuguese is the 
most commonly heard language. As soon as I step off the train, 
that’s the familiar sound I hear in the cold winter streets – a feel‑
ing of closeness with home. However, that’s as far as the similari‑
ties go. The old town has that charm typical of a Grand Duchy 
that one may comfortably traverse on foot, framed by the river, 
the hills and the many shades of yellow with which the woods 
sprinkle the buildings. The scenery is beautiful, well framed, on 
a small scale and, for that reason, possible to visit in a short space 
of time.

By contrast, the radial of tall, modern buildings on Schuman 
Square makes that part of the city the entrepot for European 
institutions. There are many construction sites around there, 
mirrored buildings of dubious taste, a philharmonic designed by 
Christian de Portzamparc, right next to the Museum of Modern 
Art. Basically, Luxembourg is the same as Brussels, but on a more 
manageable scale: on the one hand, it has its own internal tradi‑
tion, the classic style of old squares, reflecting its kings, queens 
and saints; on the other, it’s the pinnacle of supranational urban 
planning, from the EU functionalism of the European Court of 
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Justice to the European Investment Bank, from the Secretariat 
of the European Parliament to the European Court of Auditors, 
with the bustle of workers passing through from the four cor‑
ners of Europe, often competing with the Portuguese heard on 
the streets. Building a bridge between these two worlds is Robert 
Schuman, iconic Luxembourg figure, one of the founding fathers 
of the united post‑war Europe, who became Minister for Foreign 
Affairs and Prime Minister of France in the first years after the 
conflict, and who is celebrated everywhere in the city, both the 
old and the new towns.

Luxembourg is defined by assuming the role of a balancing 
force in the mechanisms of European peace, of business discre‑
tion, of the intersection of personalities and of the basis of EU 
functionality. Until it obtained its status as a neutral country in 
the London Treaty of 1867, the Grand Duchy lived under foreign 
rule for four centuries: the Dukes of Burgundy, the Kings of Spain, 
France and Holland, and the Emperors of Austria. Furthermore, 
Luxembourg endured German invasions in both World Wars, and 
regards the USA as their “saviour”.

The most institutionalised European roadmap became offi‑
cial in 1952, when Luxembourg became the first headquarters of 
the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) and, therefore, 
the first contemporary “capital of Europe”. It’s worth remember‑
ing that at the start of World War II, Schuman was Secretary of 
State for Refugees, which might explain the country’s welcoming 
nature, given that today around 45 per cent of the population is 
not of Luxembourg descent. The current Justice Minister, Félix 
Braz, is the epitome of social upward mobility in the Portuguese 
community, which makes up 16 per cent of the foreign popula‑
tion, by far the most representative.
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Luxembourg currently has the highest GDP per capita in the 
world, an unemployment rate of six per cent, a public debt of 20 
per cent of the GDP and a growth rate of four per cent. These 
figures make it a stable country and the richest state in the euro‑
zone, with one of the world’s most important financial markets 
and, after the US, the second largest international centre for 
investment funds. Luxembourg is one of the few European coun‑
tries with a Triple‑A rating, the highest attributed by the main rat‑
ing agencies. With a population of only 537,000 inhabitants, it is 
home to 141 banks from 26 countries.

I have a meeting scheduled precisely in the house where 
Schuman was born, in the Clausen quarter, today a centre for 
European studies integrated under the University of Luxem‑
bourg. A Portuguese lady opens the door for me, and promptly 
leads me to my host, JeanMarie Majerus. This historian and pro‑
fessor presents national identity as the result of a meeting of the 
“necessary balances which promote close relationships with Lon‑
don and Washington”, today the recipients of greater mistrust 
than in the past. It’s a sort of Franco‑German enclave “around 
which the wide‑angle lens of Luxembourg’s politics revolves”. 
And the maximum political expression of this was former Prime 
Minister JeanClaude Juncker’s ascension to the Presidency of the 
European Commission in 2014.

In the case of the US, “because there is no chemistry with the 
Trump administration and the relationship which is structural 
to us may fall into complete decline”. We talk about the role of 
saviours played by the Americans, and how Europe’s accursed 
20th‑century history is always so present in the social psychology 
of those societies which fought it with blood, sweat and tears. 
I catch a bus to visit that great landmark, the American military 
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cemetery where General Patton is buried. It’s a sort of small‑
scale Arlington, enough to keep alive how much so few did for 
so many.

The guarantee for maintaining transatlantic relevance may 
lie in the combination of political stability and attractive finan‑
cial conditions, especially within a framework where Brexit has 
invaded the national agenda. In fact, government coalitions are 
the usual way to form a government in Luxembourg. Since the 
foundation of the CSV’s Social Christians in 1944, the party 
has always secured the highest number of seats in parliament, 
but government coalitions have been crucial to achieving over‑
all majority. Since then, only Gaston Thorn, of the Democratic 
Party, a liberal, took up the role of government leader, thanks to a 
coalition with the Socialist Party between 1974 and 1979, despite 
the fact that it was the Christian Democrats from the CSV that 
obtained the most votes and mandates. After this term sporting 
a different political colour, Pierre Werner once again led the CSV 
to government leadership, succeeded in 1984 by Jacques Santer, 
and replaced in 1995 by JeanClaude Juncker, after Santer’s nomi‑
nation as President of the European Commission.

In November 2012, a scandal involving Luxembourg’s intel‑
ligence services and a collusion of favouritisms and lobbying, 
directed by Juncker, led Social Democrats to withdraw their sup‑
port of the government, causing it to abdicate (something that 
had not happened since World War II). JeanClaude Juncker, who 
had won the early election on 20 October 2013 with a comfort‑
able margin between the CSV and the other political parties, was 
replaced by a three‑party coalition (liberals, social democrats and 
Greens), and Xavier Bettel, the liberal leader took over govern‑
ment leadership. This put an end to 18 years of CSV government 
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and Juncker’s leadership, the longest‑serving head of a democrat‑
ically‑elected government in the world.

Having achieved domestic stability, Luxembourg was mean‑
while confronted with the effects of the Brexit referendum. 
However, just like with other capitals, it quickly went from the 
alarmist stage to the opportunity phase. Brexit, Majerus tells me, 
“forces Luxembourg to secure its position as a desirable haven for 
large businesses, British or otherwise, especially banks and insur‑
ance companies”. In any case, the historian reminds me, “we must 
be aware that the LuxLeaks scandal caused a problem of reputa‑
tion in the country, although it appears to be faced by institutions 
in such a way that tax evasion is separated from a framework of 
tax benefits”.

The financial sector contributes six per cent of the European 
GDP and employs 6.4 million people throughout the continent. 
The Grand Duchy became specialised in helping international 
clients to operate in the heterogeneous European financial sec‑
tor, where several national tax, legal and financial systems still 
exist, despite the single market. Luxembourg has led innovation 
in developing financial products and services since the 1960s, 
when its stock market issued its first Eurobond in dollars. In 1978, 
the Grand Duchy was home to the first Islamic institution with a 
western base, and the Bank of China established its first foreign 
branch there too, in 1979. In 1984, the country became the main 
centre for investment funds in the sector.

Today, it’s the biggest centre for investment funds in Europe, 
and the second biggest in the world, after the USA. Over 140 
international banks or international branches of banking insti‑
tutions from 28 countries are based there, it is home to around 
four thousand funds with a total of assets under management of 
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approximately 3.5 trillion euros and is responsible for over 45 per 
cent of all regulated fund sales. The Luxembourg Stock Exchange 
lists more than 37,000 securities in 55 currencies from around 
2700 issuers in more than one hundred countries. Luxembourg 
has a 20 per cent global market share of all internationally listed 
securities.

One of the keys to Luxembourg’s success is the guaranteed 
access to the rest of the EU by banking and financial institutions 
based in the Grand Duchy. While other European financial cen‑
tres, like Paris and Frankfurt, also offer a EU passport to interna‑
tional financial institutions, the range of services, experience and 
infrastructures offered in Luxembourg has turned it into the big‑
gest financial centre in the eurozone. The most important ques‑
tions for the future of the sector in Luxembourg are: finding out 
whether the UK will still have access to the single market once 
it leaves the EU, like Norway and Switzerland; whether interna‑
tional banks based in London will retain their passport rights to 
the rest of the EU; and whether the UK’s financial institutions 
will have guaranteed access to ECB liquidity assistance. If not, 
international financial institutions might have to move some‑
where else within the EU in order to maintain their access to the 
European market.

Luxembourg was the first European stock market to list an 
Islamic bond, in 2002, and it offered the first Islamic sovereign 
bond in euros in 2014. It became the third biggest centre for Islamic 
finance, after Saudi Arabia and Malaysia. With approximately 20 
million Muslims in the EU, developing Islamic financial products 
has the potential for significant growth. Besides, the six largest 
Chinese banks have their European headquarters in Luxembourg, 
and the presence of the Chinese currency has more than trebled 
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since 2010, although it started at a low basis. However, Frankfurt 
and Paris are trying hard to take on the role of EU centre for the 
Chinese market. With this level of competitiveness, it might be  
difficult for Luxembourg to increase its market share.

Luxembourg might have one competitive advantage when 
evaluating pan‑European investment projects, which makes it 
easier to invest in infrastructures and mobilise capital, as the 
European Investment Bank headquarters is based there. As the 
main bank dealing with developing infrastructures in the EU, 
the EIB will play a vital role in the European Investment Plan, 
not least in raising 315 billion euros for investing in infrastructure 
projects for sustainable growth in Europe. The European Fund 
for Strategic Investment, which oversees the plan, is also based in 
Luxembourg, thus reinforcing the country’s position as the Euro‑
pean centre for private investors from all over the world seeking 
investment opportunities in a series of projects.

It should also reinforce Luxembourg’s position as the main 
European centre for fund raising. The Ministry of Finance has set 
the goal of becoming the “main onshore centre for private equity” 
by 2020, which will probably be made possible by the expansion 
of investment vehicles and international partnerships under the 
European Investment Plan. Among the target areas for expand‑
ing private capital are start‑ups and FinTechs. The European 
Investment Fund, based in Luxembourg and working as a venture 
capital fund, is one of the biggest investors in these areas, through 
its support to European SMEs. It has helped to mobilise 25 billion 
euros based on the commitments it made last year.

European capitals are competing for the ability to attract finan‑
cial businesses based in the UK that need to increase their presence 
– or establish it – within the European Union, so that they will be  
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able to continue to operate on the continent once Great Britain 
leaves the Union in 2019. However, unlike cities like Paris, which are 
conducive to large‑scale relocations, Luxembourg City – with a pop‑
ulation of approximately one quarter of the number of workers in 
the City of London – would find it difficult to deal with a mass arrival 
of workers from the financial sector. Luxembourg is attracting busi‑
nesses thanks to Brexit, by way of an unlikely message: do not bring 
all of your employees over from London.

In this way, the government of Luxembourg adopted a much 
more complementary approach, where London is still the main 
financial centre in Europe. At the start of the summer, Luxem‑
bourg’s Finance Minister, Pierre Gramegna, announced in parlia‑
ment that the country hoped to attract hundreds, not thousands, 
of workers from Great Britain, and that the Grand Duchy was 
seeking “qualitative growth”.

The government strategy received the support of important 
figures in Luxembourg’s financial sector, who have been hon‑
est about the limitations of transport infrastructures, which are 
already overstretched, but also regarding the capacity limitations 
of the housing and education sectors. Luxembourg only appears 
to be interested in attracting “activities” and highly qualified 
high‑level workers. “Luxembourg has presented London with an 
intelligent complementary proposal”, said Jeremy Browne, a City 
of London representative, adding that this approach has been 
well received by businesses looking to relocate the smallest pos‑
sible number of staff, and who are doing what they need to adjust 
to the realities of Brexit.

This argument has won over insurance companies and fund 
managers, worried about a serious disruption in business and 
human resources in London, and that need to establish or 
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increase their presence in Europe in order to prepare for the so‑
called “hard Brexit”, in which they would lose access to the single 
market. In this context, Luxembourg has been selected as the 
European headquarters for a series of specialised insurance com‑
panies, such as AIG, Hiscox, RSA, Liberty Specialty Markets, 
CNA Hardy and FM Global, as well as asset management com‑
panies like M&G Investments. These are all companies looking 
for office space for five to 20 people, in order to maximise their 
operations, and not five thousand square metres or office space 
for 200 people which would abruptly change all the planning. In a 
discreet but efficient manner, Luxembourg has been able to main‑
tain the characteristics which have defined its identity in Europe, 
having somehow circumvented LuxLeaks, one of the biggest tax 
evasion scandals that Europe has ever known.

*

Post Scriptum: In October, Margrethe Vestager, the European Com‑
missioner responsible for Competition, announced the outcome 
of an enquiry into the benefits granted by Luxembourg, a sum of 
250 million euros, to two companies from the Amazon group (EU 
and Amazon Europe Holding Technologies), between 2006 and 
2014. Among other issues, she accused Luxembourg authorities 
of “granting illegal tax advantages, four times lower than other 
companies subject to the same rules”, exempting nearly three 
quarters of their profits from taxation. This decision followed 
another from the Commission in 2016, regarding Apple’s opera‑
tions in Ireland. Luxembourg appealed the decision in December 
2017, well aware that, with each of these unresolved cases, one of 
its identity advantages disintegrates.
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I arrive in Nicosia precisely on the day of an important trilat‑
eral summit between Cyprus, Greece and Egypt. In the Cypriot 
capital, President Nicos Anastasiades, Prime Minister Alexis 
Tsipras and President AlSisi have an agenda for this fifth three‑
party meeting which focuses on joint opportunities in the fields 
of trade and security, but especially energy. Over the last four/
five years, Mediterranean natural gas has fuelled competition for 
the jurisdiction and exploration of the Mediterranean reserves 
around Cyprus, in a dispute involving Cyprus, Turkey, Greece, 
Israel, Lebanon, Syria and Egypt.

We’re talking about an important source of national wealth, 
but also about alignments which bring Russians and Syrians 
closer together, and drive a wedge between Turks, Israelis and 
Greek Cypriots. It’s worth remembering that Cyprus is closer 
to Syria than Lisbon is to Madrid, and that a significant portion 
of Russian military motivation in supporting Assad’s regime 
includes guaranteeing that Moscow enjoys privileged access to 
the Eastern Mediterranean, whether through the Tartus and 
Latakia bases, which connect Russian bases in the Black Sea 
(Crimea, for example) to the Mediterranean ones, or as a show 
of force in competing for regional gas exploration.
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Perhaps that’s why it comes as no surprise that hundreds of 
western‑educated Cypriot lawyers and accountants earn their 
living dealing with matters for Russian and Ukrainian offshore 
companies. Activity has flourished since the 1990s, when the 
island became a base for proto‑capitalists from the former Soviet 
Union, thanks to a treaty on eliminating double taxation. There 
are around 60,000 citizens from the former Soviet Union living 
in Nicosia alone, while in Limassol, by the sea, which was once in 
decay, they own elegant blocks of flats and a shiny marina where 
their billionaire yachts are docked.

Although Russians are popular among Greek Cypriots for 
belonging to the Orthodox Church, a new party founded in Sep‑
tember by two Russians who hold Cypriot passports has raised 
some questions. Approximately 25,000 former Soviet citizens 
will be allowed to vote in the presidential election in January. The 
two founders and main sponsors of Ego o Politis (I, the Citizen) 
– a restaurant owner and investor (who can’t speak any Greek or 
English) and the co‑founder of an online company selling war 
games – deny that the party promotes Russian interests. The pri‑
orities announced by the EoP include “fighting corruption” and 
“reducing bureaucracy”, as revealed to the press by Yiorgos Koun‑
touris, an orchestra conductor educated in Saint Petersburg and 
vice‑president of the party. “Corruption is out of control and cul‑
ture here has very low quality standards”, he adds. “Our potential 
voters are the Cypriots who feel dissatisfied with old policies.” 
But the more sceptical fear is that the emergence of the EoP is a 
direct way for Russia to interfere in Cypriot public life, as the gov‑
ernment, in addition to the effects caused by the financial crisis in 
the eurozone, is also contending with paying back an emergency 
loan of 2.5 billion euros which was granted by Russia in 2011.
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The Russian oligarchs and Ukrainian elites who stand accused 
of corruption are among the hundreds of people who acquired EU 
passports via the controversial golden visas in Cyprus. The state 
has raised over four billion euros since 2013 by selling citizenship 
to the wealthy, granting them the right to live and work anywhere 
in Europe in exchange for investments. More than 400 passports 
were issued using this method last year alone. Before 2013, Cypriot 
citizenship was granted discretionarily by ministers, in a rather  
less formal version of the current agreement. Launched in that 
year, the current citizenship‑by‑investment scheme requires appli‑
cants to invest two million euros in real estate or 2.5 million euros 
in businesses or government bonds, with no added requirements.

Recently, a list was made public of some of the pre‑2013 ben‑
eficiaries, which included businessmen and prominent individu‑
als with considerable political influence, such as entrepreneur 
Dmitry Rybolovlev, who acquired Cypriot citizenship in 2012 
and whose fortune, according to Forbes magazine, is estimated at 
7.4 billion dollars. Rybolovlev became known for having crossed 
paths with Donald Trump when he bought his mansion in Palm 
Beach, Florida, for around 95 million dollars. Another one of 
the names leaked was of a Syrian businessman with close links 
to President Bashar alAssad. Rami Makhlouf, cousin of the Syr‑
ian leader, was placed under US sanctions in 2008, facing corrup‑
tion charges, but Cyprus granted Makhlouf citizenship in 2010, 
without any security checks being specified. In fact, credibility 
for member states to start conducting these checks thoroughly is 
essential to the health of democracies and justice.

The Russian factor was also the subject of my talk in Nicosia 
with Andreas Theophanous, former economic advisor to Presi‑
dent Georgios Vassiliou (19881993), and currently leading the 
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Centre for European and International Affairs at the University 
of Nicosia. Andreas is an iconoclast, he enjoys being provoked, 
and he reacts to the debate with less obvious arguments, which 
is the reason why he was, as he suddenly says, “proven right well 
ahead of time”. That was the case when, in the 1990s, he criti‑
cised the structure of the euro as a ticking bomb, or in the prag‑
matic way in which he has been out of sync with the roadmap for 
the reunification of the island – an issue which he develops in his 
book The Cyprus Question and the EU.

Towards Russia, “good allies during bad times”, he doesn’t 
seem to have a lot of criticism, nor does Costas Venizelos, for‑
mer director of the largest Cypriot newspaper, Phileleftheros, who 
I talk to at the daily newspaper’s newsroom: “At the height of 
the crisis, when capital control was imposed on us by Berlin and 
Brussels, it was the Russians who kept our economy afloat; I don’t 
think they have the political or even media influence that people 
talk about.” There is some resentment against Germany in the 
words of Theophanous, when he says that “it imposed punitive 
measures on us and the Greeks to use us both as a trial balloon”. 
This theory is shared by Venizelos: “Cyprus was a trial balloon for 
the Troika, and the GDP fell 25 per cent in 2011 as a result of the 
haircut they gave Athens”. Theophanous recalls that “two years 
later, the Eurogroup applied the final blow to the Cypriot econ‑
omy with the completely unwise decision to take administrative 
control of the deposits, creating a new front of panic on the island 
and in the eurozone. It’s unsurprising that Euroscepticism shot 
up among the Cypriots”. And he concludes by saying he under‑
stands Brexit: “If we weren’t in this tense geopolitical position, 
and were located between Greece and Italy, I have no doubt we 
would also opt to leave the EU.” Despite the resentment, Cos‑
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tas Venizelos thinks that “we have no margin to leave the euro or 
the EU, which ends up working as a security umbrella over Tur‑
key. Any plans to resume negotiations, with the UN as mediator, 
will need to wait for the presidential election in Cyprus, which is 
scheduled for January 2018”.

The model to reunify Cyprus includes creating a bi‑zonal and 
bicommunal federation, based on profound decentralisation 
which accommodates the interests of both of the island’s commu‑
nities, namely through deals for power sharing. Recent talks have 
touched on several controversial elements, including government 
schemes, territorial adjustments and compensation to the Greek 
Cypriots who fled from the north in 1974. There are also difficult 
economic questions to solve. But the most complicated issue is 
security. Under the 1960 republican constitution, Great Britain, 
Greece and Turkey all have the right to military intervention in 
Cyprus if its integrity is under threat (that was the pretext used 
for the Turkish invasion). Greek Cypriots want to put an end to 
these terms, arguing that security is guaranteed by the country’s 
EU membership (Cyprus joined in 2004, although the EU man‑
date only applies to the South).

But the Turkish Cypriot minority, which still holds bitter 
memories of the inter‑community fighting which plagued the 
island in the 1960s and 1970s, is fearful of giving up protection 
from Turkish troops, of which around 30‑40,000 are stationed 
in the north. The three “guarantor” powers, which were involved 
in the last round of negotiations, should approve a security deal. 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, President of Turkey, might prove to be an 
obstacle. He needs the support of Turkish nationalists in parlia‑
ment for a set of proposals for internal constitutional amend‑
ments, and they might refuse concessions in Cyprus.
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The first to benefit from the reunification would be the Cypri‑
ots themselves. Besides, a deal would improve the problematic 
relationship between the EU and Turkey, it would open up the 
energy potential in Cypriot waters and – as Turkey would recog‑
nise the unified state – it would promote cooperation between 
the EU and NATO. It would also come as good news to a EU 
shaken by endless crises.

After a failed attempt in January, July saw a new round of 
negotiations to reunify Cyprus. Those collapsed as well, dimin‑
ishing the hope of a deal for the island which has been divided 
since 1974. Of all the international disputes which diplomats 
call “frozen conflicts”, Cyprus is one of the oldest, as Sumantra 
Bose analyses in Contested Lands. In these negotiations, medi‑
ated by the UN Secretary‑General, António Guterres, the dis‑
agreement was about the security structure on the island, where 
Turkey and Greece have for decades been responsible for the 
protection of the two communities that live there. Approxi‑
mately 30,000 Turkish soldiers have been stationed there since 
1974, and their military presence has been strongly contested, 
considered as an “occupation” by the Greeks and a “peace oper‑
ation” by the Turks.

In July this year, negotiations about future deals on whether to 
withdraw those troops resulted in a dispute which went on until 
the small hours, with Greek Cypriot authorities accusing Turkey 
of deliberately derailing negotiations, insisting on maintaining 
their troops, albeit in smaller numbers. The Turks said they were 
being quite flexible, and that it was out of the question to give up 
their role as protectors of Turkish Cypriots.

The result is all the more disappointing because, for a moment, 
the negotiations mediated by the UN seemed promising, with 
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western diplomats referring to a “window of opportunity” to 
reach a historical deal.

There were three factors which made this latest diplomatic 
round more favourable than the previous ones. Firstly, both Nicos 
Anastasiades, elected President of Cyprus in 2013, and Mustafa 
Akinci, elected President of Northern Cyprus in 2015, are in 
favour of the reunification. Secondly, after the successful deal 
on migration between Turkey and Brussels, Ankara saw the deal 
about Cyprus as an opportunity to regenerate Turkey’s relation‑
ship with the EU. And thirdly, the discovery of new gas fields off 
the Cypriot coast, with the potential for lucrative partnerships 
for Turkish‑Cypriot‑Israeli energy, has triggered an additional 
impetus from all parties.

The negotiations on the table aren’t just about Cyprus, they 
are also crucial for the future of relations between Turkey and the 
EU. Between 2004 and 2017, Ankara has only been able to open up 
16 of the 35 accession chapters, many of which have been blocked 
by the Cypriot question. Negotiations aimed at a deal about 
aspects of security and implementation of the reunification pro‑
cess through an amendment of the Treaty of Guarantee and the 
Treaty of Alliance between Greece and Turkey, including the pres‑
ence of a Greek military force of 950 and a Turkish military force 
of 650. These two deals were signed in 1959, together with the 
Treaty Concerning the Establishment of the Republic of Cyprus, 
which ascribed Greece and Turkey – together with a Great Brit‑
ain willing to agree to any decision regarding amendments – a 
role of responsibility regarding the new “bicommunal” state, to 
ensure its territorial integrity, constitutional order and security. 
The amendments to the treaties were the most difficult issue to 
resolve, as this involved restoring the 1959 geopolitical balance 
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between Greece and Turkey, taking into account the military, dip‑
lomatic and economic consequences of the ethnic conflict and of 
foreign interventions in Cyprus. The new military arrangement 
would be the mechanism to implement the peace deal.

The fact that Greece and Turkey are directly involved in the 
process via their ministers for foreign affairs has allowed them, 
at least in part, to incorporate the peace process in Cyprus into 
the wider framework of Greece‑Turkey relations. Any deal on the 
issue of security would have to attend to the needs and to the con‑
cept of national interest for both states, while at the same time 
establishing a political balance to ensure that the Cypriot state 
remains equidistant from Greece and Turkey. This political bal‑
ance would then be translated into a “bi‑zonal” federal structure, 
based on political equality, preventing the Greek Cypriot commu‑
nity, which is more numerous, from determining policies – espe‑
cially of an international nature – against the will of the Turkish 
Cypriot community.

Anastasiades and Akıncı’s inability to reach an agreement on 
internal matters – such as executive power, power sharing, terri‑
tory and issues of property – before moving on to the security plan 
and the implementation stage naturally carried negative implica‑
tions. The security question led to the collapse of negotiations.

Although it has been said, especially from the Greek Cypriot 
corner, that nothing has been definitively closed and that negotia‑
tions might be resumed soon, it’s likely that several years will pass 
before that happens. When it does, it’s unlikely that the parame‑
ters for negotiations, including the final goal, will still be the same. 
Cyprus’ offshore gas fields proved not to be a sufficiently strong 
motive to facilitate a peace deal and there is, in fact, a high risk that 
they might become a source of additional tension in the near future.
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Despite the fact that Nicosia’s urban features aren’t attractive, 
and that the city is not as welcoming as other European destina‑
tions, finding myself in the only split capital of a member state 
gives it a special character. That’s not to say that I wouldn’t give 
up this “vintage” geopolitical element in a heartbeat for a better 
coexistence between neighbours and European normalisation. 
But things are what they are. As I pass the checkpoint to enter the 
Turkish side, show my passport and check the limits of transac‑
tions, announced on a clear sign, I couldn’t help but notice all that 
is on offer “on the other side”, perhaps to show that the disparity 
in the standard of living on the north side of the island is not as 
people say, nor what statistics imply. The experience of crossing a 
divided city in 2017 Europe seems straight out of a German Cold 
War film, and it is yet another existential source of shame in this 
Europe that likes to think of itself as united and free.

None of the people I spoke to is optimistic. Venizelos because 
“Erdogan cannot be trusted”, Theophanous “because he can‑
not see in the EU the political resolve to ensure an evolutionary 
model on the occupied side to the north”. Ultimately, the gas. If 
Russia says it’s “officially” uninterested, then Turkey might prove 
to be “the disturbing element”. Whoever said that what goes on 
outside the European Union stays outside the European Union 
does not understand the danger of living inside the bubble. Nico‑
sia shows us how the cards on the table are dealt.

*

Post Scriptum: Nicos Anastasiades was re‑elected president in Jan‑
uary 2018, and is willing to resume negotiations with the Turk‑
ish Cypriot side. In order for that to happen, we need Ankara’s 
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response, UN mediation and another political capital in the EU. 
Having a member state with its capital divided by a checkpoint 
and barbed wire should make those who were reborn to free‑
dom with the fall of the Berlin Wall hang their heads in shame. 
Pretending that geopolitics is not at the centre of the European 
Union doesn’t solve anything. It only makes matters worse.
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Check Out

It appears that, in this globalised world we live in, every single 
identity feels threatened, panicked before the supposed threat of 
dissolution and disappearance, and that the only way forward is 
to exacerbate its specificity, turning it into an absolute, authori‑
tarian and even barbaric difference. The history of Europe has 
lived through several moments like this, many of which were vio‑
lent and overwhelmingly destructive, indicators of an evil which 
has led to the political and economic integration which has kept 
us relatively peaceful and prosperous for the last 60 years.

But my generation has no memory of war, which is necessary to 
anticipate when peace is being threatened. This generation builds 
its identity based on what is passed on through family, professional 
experience, social roots, and multiple other sources – whether they 
are technological monocultures, truth manipulation, or just counter‑
points to decisions which do not go through our local representa‑
tives, or even as a reaction to unfamiliar cultures to which one does 
not grant even the smallest amount of compassion. We are experi‑
encing a dividing moment between open and closed societies, toler‑
ant and angry, brave and frightened, with identities forged more in 
anthropological cosmopolitism or nationalism.

This divide goes beyond the dichotomy between left and right 
which has framed our society ideologically and socially. In fact, it 
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brings people from the right and the left together, on the same 
side of a fight to defend freedoms, putting details which are sec‑
ondary to that fight on the backburner. This is where I stand – 
in the European cosmopolitan sphere. If you will, liberalism as 
defined by Claudio Magris, “a doctrine on the relations between 
the individual and the state, not an opportunistic rejection of the 
state and its laws”.

This book, ambitious because current times are not for the 
idle, does not hide this position. From Lisbon to Helsinki, from 
Dublin to Nicosia, it’s possible to feel at home thanks to similar 
urban traits and squares representing the same historical identity, 
just as it is possible to feel it because of different architectural 
styles, and ways of looking at the public space while respecting 
national identities. I very often use cafés as representations of 
idleness, of time for reflection, of the humanity to be experienced 
in conversations without mobile phones, of a certain tribute to 
cosmopolitan identity, just like in the theatres spread through‑
out Europe, as an expression and affirmation of political freedom 
where opposing cultures and ideologies converge, in the same 
democratic and civilised space. Greco in Rome, La Paix in Paris, 
Central in Vienna, Brasileira in Lisbon, Gerbeaud in Budapest, 
Comercial in Madrid, Kafka in Prague, Strindberg in Helsinki 
are all part of Steiner’s Europe, but also of the Europe I travelled 
across over one year. What I have added to it is perhaps a type 
of debate that is equally centred around the private sphere, the 
Europe of business and think tank office buildings, newsrooms, 
party headquarters.

It’s good to see that, despite common fears, people are still 
willing to welcome, share, discuss and argue. I witnessed this in 
every city, while being perfectly aware that a capital is not the 
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same as a country, and that they are also bubbles on their own 
scale. However, it is still in the capitals that European policy is 
structured and where the main political and economic institu‑
tions of the member states are gathered. Therefore, I strove to 
balance between all of them the extent and density of each essay, 
without prejudice, open to what each had to offer me. I must say 
that the biggest surprises came from the smaller states, with less 
media coverage.

What became clear to me in my travels is that we, Europeans, 
don’t know each other very well. Clichés abound, and we group 
together countries simply because they are geographically close, 
using a type of thinking which does not do justice to each of the 
political identities on the European chessboard. If this book has 
managed to deconstruct that notion, it has already fulfilled one 
of its goals. Besides, we are tempted to define an identity as a 
monolithic concept, extremely centred on ethnicity. It seems to 
me more interesting to follow Amartya Sen’s proposal when he 
talks about “plural identities”, an expression of choices, circum‑
stances and priorities which lead individuals, communities and 
states to act in the political sphere, both internal and external. 
In this sense, a country may be the result of an identity forged as 
a reaction to a former invader, but it may be equally capable of 
overcoming it with an identity strategy defined by openness to 
immigration and by complete technological modernity.

Another may define its identity as a financial centre, or as a 
facilitator of negotiations, or as a neutral state in European secu‑
rity, or as an intersection of influences from other continents, 
but all under a common grid respectful of a set of non‑negotia‑
ble democratic values and a normative premise which imposes 
due limits on the arbitrariness of each member state, whether 
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internally or in their relationships with the others. This is what 
ensures the shared interests space that has kept the peace and 
generated wealth. As Tzvetan Todorov wrote, “Europe’s spiritual 
identity consists of adopting the same attitude towards diver‑
sity”. But more than that, it needs to recognise plurality without 
becoming disenfranchised with social reality, and avoid turning 
that same grid of common values and norms into an encrypted 
and self‑destructive bubble.

Made of ups and downs, advances and setbacks, European 
integration cannot be sold as a fantasy island, a functionalist oasis, 
a reserved identity project or an exemplary “normative power”. 
Nor as a “post‑modern” creation, which has invariably come face 
to face with an inability to adapt to a world which remains mod‑
ern, dangerous and aggressively competitive. It’s worth remem‑
bering that there is a war, even if it is low key, in Ukraine, in the 
heart of Europe, and that a mere 20 years ago the Balkan region, 
in Southeast Europe, was suffering uncontrolled bloodshed, 
where the atrocities committed were on a par with the horror of 
the two world wars.

This book reveals the clean and the dirty in 2017 Europe. The 
coexistence between tradition and modernity, a return to history 
and forging ahead, geopolitics and guaranteed wellbeing, borders 
and free movement, new and old party identities, valuing immigra‑
tion and demonising the refugees, the benign nature of EU inte‑
gration and the pernicious way it’s being interpreted, the cult of 
corruption and the transparency mechanisms, the vital importance 
of free journalism, present and scrupulous, truth and lies, geography 
and religion, the yearning for freedom and the hunger for power.

European self‑centredness and arrogance have blinded deci‑
sion‑makers, draining the political nature and even the integration 



[361]

check out

tactics, responding poorly to the anxieties of those who are already 
here and those who wish to come here. Because internal crises and 
external events are the blood that runs through European veins, 
what we need are brave politicians with common sense and a his‑
toric perspective, not sterile proclaimers working business hours. 
Therefore, good riddance to them, and long live Europe.
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